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Abstract
On London Ground:
The Landscape Paintings of Frank Auerbach and Leon Kossoff
by
Lee Hallman
Advisor: Dr. Emily Braun
This dissertation is the first critical analysis of the parallel, seven-decade-spanning urban
landscape oeuvres of British painters Frank Auerbach (b. 1931) and Leon Kossoff (b. 1926).
Since the post-World War II era of widespread political, geographical, and psychological
displacement, when the practice of observation-based landscape painting had all but disappeared
from international advanced art, Auerbach, who came to England in 1939 as a German-Jewish
child refugee from the Nazis, and Kossoff, a first-generation Londoner of Ukrainian-Jewish
heritage, have obstinately pursued an art of place. As art students in London, the two
simultaneously developed laborious painterly processes of accumulation and scraping based in
on-site drawings of the motif in order to convey their sensory experiences of the ever-changing
city: from the massive upheaval of the Reconstruction-era building sites both represented in the
1950s to the animations of the everyday streets, parks, and railway stations they depict in their
subsequent, separate, locally-rooted practices. The resulting images, which hover between
illusionistic form and abstract brushwork, expand the visual languages of representation and
complicate the established discourses of international postwar painting by refusing any notion of
a binary between abstraction and figuration.
My dissertation argues that together, Auerbach and Kossoff have not only produced an
unprecedented visual portrait of postwar and contemporary London, but also that these two urban,
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Jewish artists of non-British background have each revitalized the deeply “British” legacy of
landscape depiction by expanding the genre’s range of subject matters, modes of representation,
and the processes by which landscape paintings are made and viewed. Building on the
phenomenological approach to the artists’ works established by David Sylvester, my chapters
merge close visual analysis with social and cultural history to offer original interpretations of
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s images and sequences. My project proposes that the artists’ dual body
of London landscapes challenges the naturalist and nationalist assumptions of the landscape
tradition, evinces the unique and understudied contributions of postwar British painting, and
reveals the ongoing significance of place as a subject of artistic attention in the rapidly shifting
modern and contemporary world.
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Prelude
Unpainted City

“When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can
afford.”1 Frank Auerbach (b. 1931) and Leon Kossoff (b. 1926) would surely agree with Samuel
Johnson’s famous appraisal of the British capital, although they have never stopped painting the
city long enough to admit the possibility of tiring. Since the turn of the 1950s, the two artists
have each drawn and painted London on a near-daily basis. One of the reasons, Auerbach has
claimed, that London is a subject worthy of his own immoderately afforded attentions is that it
has been an “unpainted city.”2 “I have a strong sense that London hasn’t been properly painted,”
he has said. “New York has been – think of Stella’s Brooklyn Bridge (1919-20; fig. 0.1), or
O’Keeffe’s Shelton with Sunspots (1926; fig. 0.2). Paris has been painted to the last detail. But
London? Monet on the Thames, Dérain at the docks, bits and pieces, rather spottily, by Whistler
and Sickert. But it has always cried out to be painted, and has not been.”3
It is a statement to make an art historian sit up and take notice, that: a hyperbole, no doubt,
but one that possibly contains a grain or more of truth. What Auerbach seems to suggest is that
where other art capitals such as Paris and New York gave rise to strong modernist expressions in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, London was not a city whose streets and buildings
and energies inspired the collective flourishing of a properly modern—which is to say formally
radical and self-referential—body of painting.

1

James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D., vol. 1 (London: Henry Baldwin for Charles Dilly,
1791), 160.
2
Auerbach, quoted in quoted in Robert Hughes, Frank Auerbach (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1990),
162.
3
Auerbach, quoted in Ibid., 83-84.

1

Is this true? If so, how did this happen? Auerbach ventures no suggestions as to why the
city’s obvious cries, in his view, were not fully heard by his painterly forebears. Was it a
generational lapse of attention? A failure of imagination or nerve? Or is the conundrum
somehow a product of the city itself? Is there some mysterious quality of London’s character or
spirit, in other words, that eluded artists’ grasps?
Objectively, of course London has been painted, and repeatedly.4 (And photographed,
although that’s another matter, and one I will return to in this study.) But Auerbach’s judgment,
unforgiving as it may be, points to the historical fact that a majority of modern London’s painted
renditions have been produced either by discrete pockets of London-based artists or by the city’s
foreign visitors. In a 2009 interview with curator Barnaby Wright, Auerbach expounded: “it
seemed that the great efforts to paint London were made by people who came here for a
relatively short time – The Dérains of the Thames, which may be his best pictures; the marvelous
Monets of the Thames, the Kokoschkas in his extraordinarily ambitious and admirable enterprise
of trying to paint whole cities one at a time which he did in the 1920s and yet very little seemed
to have been done by the people who actually lived here.”5
From Hans Holbein, Anthony van Dyck, and Canaletto to J.A.M. Whistler, Camille
Pissarro, Gustave Doré, André Dérain, and Oskar Kokoschka, the presence of foreign artists in
4

Mireille Galinou and John T. Hayes, London in Paint: Oil Paintings in the Collection at the Museum of
London (London: Museum of London, 1996) surveys the history of the city’s representation. Studies of
London’s topographical recording in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries abound, but there have been
no comprehensive publications about the city’s painted representations in the twentieth century, to my
knowledge.
5
Auerbach, in “Frank Auerbach – The Building Site Paintings,” interview with Barnaby Wright, London,
January 15, 2009; transcript and recording held in The Courtauld Gallery Archives. Derain traveled to
London at the behest of dealer Ambrose Vollard in March 1906, and produced paintings of the Thames
and Tower Bridge. Monet spent several periods in London, first in 1870 when he, along with Camille
Pissarro, fled France during the Franco-Prussian War. Monet completed his large series of the Thames
River between 1900 and 1903. Kokoschka resided in England from 1938, spending periods of the war
years in Scotland and Wales. He and obtained British citizenship in 1947, but from 1953 lived most of his
later years in Switzerland. He depicted the Thames at various points between 1925 and the early 1970s.

2

London reflects the city’s long history as a crossroads for expatriates, emigrants, and refugees.
Yet at the same time, as historian Simon Schama has suggested, the city portraits produced by its
visitors often tells us more about those outsiders than about London itself—as if there was a level
of local nuance that foreign painters were unprepared to comprehend, or else perfectly prepared
to overlook.6 Consider the American-born Whistler, who painted a veil over the city, finding it
most beautiful in the half-visible state of fog and mist so characteristic of the London he
inhabited. Monet, likewise, admitted that he loved London best in its “mysterious cloak.”7 He
approached the form of Waterloo Bridge as he did Rouen Cathedral or a haystack, as a controlled
variable surrounded and altered by changes of light (fig. 0.3). Later, Kokoschka’s sweeping,
elevated window views of the Thames—like the rivers he depicted in Prague, Lyon, Dresden,
Salzburg and the other European capitals he himself flowed through while in exile from his
native Austria—survey London through the eyes of a painter who wanted to embrace the city
whole, as Auerbach suggests, but whose feet, in these images, never quite seem to touch the
ground (fig. 0.4).
And the artists who lived there long-term? It is difficult to mistake Auerbach’s allegation
that London’s native painters failed to mine their city’s tangible riches. Did they really ignore the
capital’s summons, as Auerbach implies? Well, yes and no. The geography of the city itself
points some way toward an explanation for what does appear to be a rather disjointed oeuvre.
More expansive, more populated, and far more irregular in its plan than Paris or Manhattan,
London is a metropolis composed of discrete but interlinked villages. Perhaps it is not so
surprising, then, that the city has given rise to an eclectic and composite art. A significant
measure of the modern British paintings that take London as their subject were produced in
6

Simon Schama, John Virtue: London Paintings (London: National Gallery of Art, 2005), 24. I mention
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connection with artist groups associated with particular boroughs, most famously, the Camden
Town Group led by Walter Sickert in the years leading up to World War I.8
However “spottily” Sickert and his peers actually recorded the city’s environs, they
recognized that the most exciting subjects for a London artist lay just outside his doorstep.
Spencer Gore, Charles Ginner, and other members of the Camden Town Group adapted the
vibrant palette of the Post-Impressionists and Fauves to their inner-city subjects, while Sickert’s
own “dark Impressionism” showed London in the shiftier, more shadowy interior light of squalid
bedsits and theatre boxes (fig. 0.5).9 For Sickert, these shady corners were where the spirit of the
city burned brightest: “London is spiffing!” he effused. “O, the whiff of leather & stout from the
swing-doors of the pubs!”10
Over in the city’s working-class East End, numerous first-generation British-born Jewish
writers and artists, including Mark Gertler, Isaac Rosenberg, Jacob Epstein, and Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s future teacher David Bomberg, incorporated aspects of the urban experience into their
work of the 1910s, retroactively earning them the nickname the “Whitechapel Boys” after their
predominantly Jewish neighborhood.11 Bomberg claimed in 1914 that he wished to “translate the
life of a great city, its motion, its machinery, into an art that shall not be photographic but
expressive.”12 London inspired the forms of several of his early and most experimental paintings:
8

See Wendy Baron, The Camden Town Group (London: Scolar Press, 1979). Auerbach has confessed
that in his opinion, “the one painter of real world stature who worked in England in the early part of this
century was Sickert.” Hughes, 87.
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For example, Spencer Gore, Mornington Crescent (1911); Malcolm Drummond, St. James’s Park,
(1912); Charles Ginner, Leicester Square (1912) and The Sunlit Square, Victoria Station (1913); all
illustrated in Robert Upstone, Modern Painters: The Camden Town Group (London: Tate Publishing,
2008).
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Walter Sickert, letter to Nan Hudson, October 6, 1913, Tate Gallery Archive, TGA 9125/5, no. 29.
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Rachel Dickson and Sarah Macdougall, Whitechapel at War: Isaac Rosenberg & His Circle (London:
Ben Uri Gallery, The London Jewish Museum of Art, 2008).
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David Bomberg, interview with The Jewish Chronicle, May 8, 1914. Later London paintings of
Wapping and the barges on the Thames from 1937-1938, by contrast, demonstrate the severe about-face
Bomberg made from his avant-garde experiments after World War I.
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the kaleidoscopic forms of In the Hold (c. 1913-14; fig. 0.6) derived from the clamorous labor of
the East End shipbuilders’ docks, while The Mud Bath (1914) rose directly from the steam and
crowded bodies of the area’s bath houses.
Other London art from the early decades of the twentieth century, as Auerbach suggests,
appeared in “bits and pieces”: among them, a few abstracted images of a splintered metropolis by
Wyndham Lewis, Edward Wadsworth, and other painters associated with Vorticism, England’s
homegrown and short-lived Cubist and Futurist-influenced movement (fig. 0.7); a series of steely
post-Cubist views by Christopher Nevinson (fig. 0.8); a handful of placid river scenes by Duncan
Grant; and William Coldstream’s interior of St. Pancras railway station (1938; fig. 0.9), rendered
in the cool, observation-based realist style of the Euston Road School he co-founded in the
1930s.13
History, also, sheds some light and darkness on the matter. So many of England’s
advanced artists were employed to record aspects of the Western Front during World War I that
very few pictures of London survive from those years.14 Following the outbreak of World War II,
everything changed again when German Luftwaffe bomber planes arrived in the city’s skies with
the aim of undoing the capital in a relentless and culminating series of explosions. Between
September 7, 1940 (“Black Saturday”) and the last day of the Blitz, on May 10, 1941, more than
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28,000 Londoners perished and more than 25,000 were seriously injured.15 Almost a third of the
old City of London was ruined, leveled, reduced to ash and rubble. Civic buildings, historic
churches, and over one million homes were damaged or destroyed (fig. 0.10).16 It is one of the
great ironies of London’s twentieth-century visual history that its artists most collectively
mobilized their talents to depict the city when its landscape, and all it stood for, were under
direct threat of annihilation.
Under the patronage of the War Artists Advisory Committee (WAAC), led by National
Gallery of London Director Kenneth Clark from 1939-45, artists including John Piper, Graham
Sutherland, and Henry Moore visually processed the trauma of a city and a nation while the
bombs still fell.17 For Piper, Sutherland, and their peers, the new “ruins” of the freshly maimed
British landscape were like a hideous, Surreal mirror of the picturesque aesthetic that sent
legions of eager eighteenth-century Britons rambling through the country in search of fallen
abbeys and other evocative structures left to decay by the processes of time and nature.18 Piper’s
and Sutherland’s responses to the bombings are now regarded as paradigms of the World War II
era’s nationally rooted “Neo-Romantic” art.19 In Christ Church, Newgate Street, London (1941;
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fig. 0.11), for instance, Piper conjures a visual comparison between the church’s recently blasted
pillars and the standing stones of England’s prehistoric past. Yoking the picturesque love of ruins
to the modernist cult of the fragment, Sutherland’s Devastation 1941: City, Twisted Girders (fig.
0.12) depicts the armature of the city bent and succumbed to unbearable pressure. The painting’s
metallic arcs, deformed and dislocated from their functional context, become a visual
synecdoche for the city’s violated body: “entrails hanging through the floors,” Sutherland wrote
in his journal, “but looking extraordinarily beautiful all the same....”20
Toward the end of the war, David Bomberg and William Coldstream, working outside
the patronage of the WAAC, resisted the allure of the isolated ruin to take in the entire, spreading
landscape of fragmentation. In Coldstream’s London: Bombed Site, (1946; fig. 0.13) the razed
foundations of St. Nicholas Cole Abbey stand with the sun-bleached stillness of an abandoned
graveyard, showing the bombsite well on its way to becoming an authentic picturesque ruin.21
What objectively was unpainted was the postwar city in which the young art students
Auerbach and Kossoff found themselves a few years later, at the halfway mark of the twentieth
century. The London landscape they saw and inhabited was an urban wilderness, a patchwork of
bombed remains and rapidly rising constructions. “It was a new phenomenon,” Auerbach has

all the essentials of Romanticism Surrealism continues the earlier movement.” Leo Mellor, Reading the
Ruins: Modernism, Bombsites and British Culture, 1st ed. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2011), 86.
20
Graham Sutherland, ‘Images Wrought from Destruction’ (letter), quoted in Martin Hammer, Graham
Sutherland: Landscapes, War Scenes, Portraits 1927-1950, exh. cat. (London: Dulwich Picture Gallery
and Scala Publishers, 2005), 102-105.
I am restricting my focus to painting, but the fragmented poetics of destruction seen in the paintings of
Piper and Sutherland find an echo in the documentary photographs of the Blitz that Lee Miller produced
for Vogue, the 7,000 images of the home front produced by fashion photographer Cecil Beaton from
1940-45, and the pictures Bill Brandt published in the journals Lilliput and Picture Post. Miller’s London
photographs were compiled in the volume Grim Glory: Pictures of Britain under Fire (London: Lund
Humphries, 1941).
21
Coldstream had served as a camouflage officer, then an Official War Artist in Cairo and Southern Italy.
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and Kossoff’s paintings of the same area in Chapter 2.
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said, and he and Kossoff seized the chance to translate its raw energy and shifting physical
substance in a way no other painters did.22 They haven’t stopped since.
Whether or not we accept Auerbach’s diagnosis that London has not been “properly
painted” through its history, the question remains: what would a “proper” London art be, and
what would it look like? Peter Ackroyd, author of London: The Biography, avows in a short
essay about Auerbach that there is a London art:
Just as it seems possible, then, that a street […] can materially affect the life or the
art of those who dwell beside it, so it is possible that within the city and its culture
there are patterns of response and patterns of sensibility which have persisted for
many centuries….There is a London art, and there is a London vision. It is an art
of theatrical variety and display, of extremes constantly being married together,
an art of exuberant painterliness which has all the energy and momentum of the
city itself. These are at least some of the qualities of Auerbach’s work and when
one looks at his extraordinary paintings of streets, and of people, one is reminded
once again of what Thomas de Quincey called ‘the uproar of unresting London’.23
“Proper,” etymologically, means “one’s own, particular to oneself.” Perhaps what
Auerbach is finally implying is that his artistic forebears failed to take full creative ownership of
London because they did not fully address their paint to its “unresting” mercurial “extremes”: its
order and chaos, density and sprawl, industriousness and absurdity, hardness and warmth, its
damp, low clouds and piercing light. What hadn’t been painted is the city as a body of continuity,
contradiction, and change. What hadn’t been fully recognized by London’s painters, Auerbach
suggests, is the singular capacity of oil paint to encompass and illuminate this spectrum of
sensation.
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Consider Auerbach’s Mornington Crescent – Early Morning (1991; fig. 0.14), in which
the light of a new morning unfurls through the sky in a burst of pink and orange filaments. A
charge of early morning energy sweeps around the crescent’s curving façade, as suggestions of
cars and buildings and street signs and people rise into view out of jagged, syncopated strokes of
dissonant red and green, blue and yellow. The mosaic of London’s built past and present—an Art
Deco factory of cement and glass facing a Georgian stone-fronted terrace row abutted by a
painted-on hotel sign—is transformed, through the vibrant palimpsest of Auerbach’s abstracted
brushstrokes, into a fragile but radiant cohesion. Or glance at Kossoff’s Between Kilburn and
Willesden Green, Winter Evening 1992 (1992; fig. 0.15), where the diagonal form of a train
surges at an impossible angle down loose and thick tracks of paint past the scrubby, wind-swept
back garden of a suburban house. Every contour moves and shudders with sensations of
industrial speed and noise, while the luminous but heavy palette borrows straight from the
diffuse light of a grey London day. Through the sheer physical release of his application, Kossoff
lifts the heft and thrust of his impasto deposits with the dancing ribbons simultaneously left
behind by the full-body sweep of his paint-laden brush. In these paintings we glimpse the
alchemy of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s imaginations: the transmutation of unresting London into
images of unresting pictorial grandeur. The two artists certainly never set out to redeem the city’s
“unpainted” status. London, as Auerbach has said, “was just the most exciting thing to hand,
really.”24
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Frank Auerbach, Leon Kossoff, and the Landscape of Postwar Painting

London is not just a geographical site; it is a living, changing body. For Frank Auerbach,
who came to England in 1939 as a German-Jewish child refugee from the Nazis, and Leon
Kossoff, a first-generation Londoner of Ukrainian-Jewish heritage born in 1926 in the city’s East
End, it is home. Drawing and painting, for these two artists, are more than mediums for
recording the visible appearance of the city; they are modes of discovery, acts of communion
between self and world, and the practices by which the artists turn their sensory perceptions of
their London environments to vivid formal expression, every single day.
Since the post-World War II era of widespread political, geographical, and psychological
dislocation, when the practice of observation-based landscape painting had all but disappeared
from international advanced art, Auerbach and Kossoff have obstinately pursued an art of place.
Depictions of London account for approximately half of both Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s six-anda-half decade outputs, with the other half dedicated to their portraits of family and friends.
On one hand, it is an artificial division to draw between Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
landscapes and portraits, as both subjects, for both artists, feed a sustaining ambition “to capture
a raw experience for art,” as Auerbach has described it.1 Their London paintings are a form of
portraiture in themselves: portraits of a city and of the artists’ individual relationships to it.2 The
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landscape paintings, however, with their on-site drawing component, entail different material and
practical requirements from their efforts to capture a human likeness from the sitter in the
enclosed walls of the studio.
Without denying the poignant significance of the artists’ individual histories of
displacement to the contours of their lives and artistic practices, this project complicates and
expands the biographical focus of many previous studies to analyze the visual and art-historical
achievements of their landscape productions. My dissertation, the first dual study of the artists
and the first critical analysis of their parallel landscape oeuvres, argues that Auerbach and
Kossoff have not only produced an unprecedented visual portrait of the British capital city; but
that they have revitalized the practice of landscape painting in the postwar and contemporary
period by expanding the genre’s range of subject matters, modes of representation, and the
processes by which landscape paintings are made and viewed.
Representation runs the risk of portraying its subject as static entity, belying life’s true
flux and the cumulative nature of perception. My study investigates how Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s landscape paintings have tackled this challenge head on. The only artists of their
generation to adopt the city of London as an ongoing subject, each has restlessly reimagined the
way space and place can be conjured on the surface of a picture plane with his gestural paint
handling, expressively abstracted forms, tense compositional structures, and laborious painterly
processes of accumulation and scraping based in daily, repeated drawings of the motif. The
outcome is a dual body of images whose unresting formal and material dynamics stretch the
language of oil painting and complicate the established discourses of abstraction and figuration
in postwar art. Deploying new approaches to capture their perceptual sensations of a postwar city
in physical upheaval and their ongoing daily experiences of their ever-changing metropolitan
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environments over the decades, Auerbach and Kossoff have produced modern landscape oeuvres
that speak to the complexities of seeing and being at home on the world’s shifting ground.
Both artists have always used the term “landscape” to describe their paintings, as opposed
to cityscape, with its narrower topographical definition and more critical modern connotations of
technocratic progress, discontinuity, and dehumanization.3 Indeed, Auerbach and Kossoff adopt
a prototypically modernist subject in the city, but their slowly built knowledge of place opposes
the fractured dynamism of the metropolis portrayed by Futurism, German Expressionism, and
other earlier twentieth-century avant-gardes. But neither do their London paintings align with the
rural, nationalist, and nostalgic connotations of the Romantic British landscape tradition signified
by William Blake’s encomium to England’s “green and pleasant land.”4 This dissertation assigns
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s London paintings to the broad-based category of landscape as defined
by geographers Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove, as “a cultural image, a pictorial way of
representing, structuring or symbolizing surroundings.”5 Moving beyond the postwar
construction sites in the city center that occupied their attention in the 1950s, Auerbach and
Kossoff subsequently took up the quotidian and local: any place of interest, diversity, and
continuous accessibility. Each is drawn to the boroughs and densely inhabited spaces he lives in
and moves through daily: this street corner, that London Underground station entrance, the train
tracks hard by, the neighboring city park. Each paints London as a modern and contemporary
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city where the “scapes” of city and land, pavement and grass, building and demolition, scrape
right up against each other.
Yet in identifying their works as landscapes, Auerbach and Kossoff still signal their
participation an art-historical genre deeply associated with British art. With the publication of
aesthetic treatises on the Sublime by Edmund Burke (1757) and the Picturesque by William
Gilpin (1782), the British landscape craze was born, gradually flourishing into the nation’s first
supposed “native” tradition as Gainsborough, Constable, and Turner adapted the ideals of the
Claudean pastoral to original ends.6 Well into the twentieth century, the connection between the
land and national identity in Britain remained exceptionally close and exceedingly blurred.7
However consciously, Auerbach and Kossoff draw on the landscape genre’s art-historical tropes
of the pastoral and sublime in their compositions, as I will demonstrate, but overturn the pictorial
and interpretive frameworks of these categories with their modern styles and commonplace
urban subject matters. Their “pastoral” sites are municipal parks and suburban back gardens.
Their sublime encounters occur face-to-face not with mountains, but steel-frame postwar tower
constructions. Contemporary urban British artists of non-British heritage, they bring new and
different perspectives to the national legacy they adopt as well as to the wider tradition of
European landscape painting, a canon in which each has immersed himself in order to learn from
it, challenge, and advance it.
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The scope of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s daily practices are local and personal, but the
contexts of their respective achievements are broad and complex. Having entered art school in
the late 1940s, the two artists first seized the city as their subject when London’s cultural, sociopolitical, and physical landscape was transforming almost beyond recognition. By the early
1950s new buildings were rising rapidly across the skyline as London was reconstructed after the
bombings of the Blitz. Renewed cross-channel dialogue after World War II transfigured the
British art scene with the introduction of new aesthetic developments and philosophies from
America and the European continent. Shifting immigration policies in the post-colonial era
challenged and reshaped former-held notions of “Britishness,” and along with them, attitudes
toward the historically charged British landscape tradition.
Beginning in the 1950s, Auerbach and Kossoff each developed a two-fold approach to
representing the landscape that weds a rigorously empirical practice of drawing out of doors
directly from the subject to a studio-based practice in which they translate the information
gathered in their drawings into painterly notations in oil on board. Their compositions are
grounded in the conventions of representational draftsmanship and conceived in conscious
dialogue with the history of Western painting from Rembrandt to Constable and Picasso, yet the
artists simultaneously embrace the audacious material and gestural innovations of contemporary
Abstract Expressionism and Art Informel. The resulting images, which hover between solid form
and inchoate brushwork, are not mimetic transcriptions of the landscapes signified in their titles
but visual distillations of the artists’ cumulative perceptions of the site: “the incoherence of
experience caught in the coherence of an independent form,” as Auerbach has stated.8
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Throughout this project I apply to phenomenology to frame Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings,
both its broad sense, as the study of perception, and for its specific historical currency in the
critical discourse of European, and, subsequently, British art in the postwar period. Through their
shared efforts to transcribe their phenomenological sensations of the London environment into
concrete visual images, I contend, Auerbach and Kossoff have each produced a body of
landscape art that dismantles the false binary of abstraction and figuration that for many years
reductively determined the narratives of twentieth-century painting.
Auerbach has long maintained that all figurative art is essentially abstract, and that the
most successful abstract art bears a connection to real space and the “world of fact.”9 This
deceptively simple tautology goes to the heart of one of the central mysteries of painting: how
the “abstract” tools of line, form, color, and tone can be manipulated on a flat surface to conjure
something apparently life-like and real. As Auerbach’s claim implies, different modes and
degrees of pictorial abstraction are inherent to every style of panting, from the calculated
geometric formula governing Masaccio’s single-point perspective in his Holy Trinity (1427), to
Frans Hals’ painterly flourishes on a lace collar, or Malevich’s most reductive formal abstraction
of a white square on a white ground. Auerbach and Kossoff draw no distinction between the
abstract and figurative elements at play in their complex representational images. The abstracting
manipulations Auerbach and Kossoff respectively employ, that is to say, are never separable
from the artists’ drive to capture the subject in question. Art historian Michael Podro, in a
statement that applies equally to Kossoff, summarized Auerbach’s intricate negotiation of this
relationship:

Auerbach cited in sections of my text is for that reason only. In a few cases, such as this, I cite statements
by Auerbach which I believe apply fairly to Kossoff and his work as well.
9
Frank Auerbach talks to John Christopher Battye, Art and Artists, vol. 5, no. 10 (January 1971), 55.
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Auerbach’s work has a constantly self-revising dynamic which never allows the
subject to disengage from the distinctive properties of the painter’s medium, nor
does it allow the relation between medium and subject to be taken for granted.
This is a recurrent issue in modern painting. Kandinsky reflected anxiously in
1912 that, in depicting objects, one could never retain the vividness of their
physiognomy; painting always weakened the resonance of things. Kandinsky’s
response had been to diminish the represented subject in favour of what he
conceived to be the expressive properties of the medium — the move to
abstraction. Auerbach’s, on the other hand, has been to bring the physiognomic
reality of the one to bear on that of the other. If complex abstract forms appear
increasingly in the internal armature of the painting, they are never disengaged
from the turn of the head, the posture of the body, the masses of a building, or the
branching of a tree.10
The palpably engaged modes of representation by which Auerbach and Kossoff compose
their landscapes also demand an intensely engaged mode of seeing on part of the viewer—what
Ernst Gombrich called the “beholder’s share.”11 To behold Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings
as landscapes is to participate imaginatively in the artists’ creative acts: to follow the space-andform-generating sweeps and lashes of oil paint by which they transform their painted surfaces
into coherent visual worlds…or at least to attempt to follow them, as matter, color, and flying
brushwork arrest us with their own restless presences. The artists’ fluid, seemingly mutable
images implicitly challenge conventional depictions of landscape that present the picture plane as
a flat, illusory window onto a stationary world. Assiduously re-worked over time, their paintings
also contradict the instantaneous capture of the camera and the modes of documentary realism
that took hold in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the rise of photography and film,
which became the dominant media of urban representation. As painters since the rise of
photography have understood and remarked upon, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s images proceed
from the belief that oil painting has the capacity to convey something about lived experience that
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a mechanical technology never could. Composed of dense palimpsest surfaces of open
brushstrokes whose contrasts of form, tone, and direction fuse together into strong yet precarious
spatial illusions of place, their landscapes strive to embody the multiplicity and presence of the
living city itself.
The art establishment paid neither artist much attention until well into the 1970s. By that
time, they both looked like stylistic misfits, doggedly painting figurative subjects in oil paint
long after the rise of minimalism, conceptual art, and postmodernism. Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
artist colleague R.B. Kitaj lauded this difference as a virtue in 1976 when he included them in a
so-called “School of London”—a label that subsequently took hold among critics and curators
who grouped the figurative-based productions of Auerbach and Kossoff with their peers Francis
Bacon, Lucian Freud, Michael Andrews, and Kitaj himself (as I discuss in more detail in the
literature review to follow). Unquestionably, the figurative approach of these British artists is
rare in postwar and contemporary painting, and international critics and historians still struggle
to credit their contributions—except in contrasting relation to European or American
developments.12 London-based group exhibitions such as 1981’s A New Spirit in Painting at the
Royal Academy of Art and the Tate Gallery’s The Hard-Won Image in 1984 seemed to solidify
these painters’ status as belated, conservative artists, willfully working against the grain of their
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generation.13 Even Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s critical supporters have portrayed them as
“stranded dinosaurs” and “tortoises” laboring away in the studio, far from the more fashionable
hares.14 Yet in marginalizing Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s achievements, even in a celebratory light,
scholars and critics have overlooked the artists’ individual relationships to modern and
contemporary art and their contributions to the plurality of postwar painting.
Pivoting away from studies that emphasize the artists’ “conservatism” (a designation I
expand upon in subsequent chapters), I investigate how Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s landscape
oeuvres demonstrate the flexibility of the landscape genre to new visual approaches,
geographical locations, and historical contexts. To this end, I engage close formal analysis of
artworks to elucidate the visual and spatial strategies by which each artist has mobilized and
reconceived the historically-charged genre of landscape painting. It is Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
unyielding commitment to London, this dissertation argues, that has inspired many of the artistic
risks taken by these two painters whose own place in modern art history has only recently begun
to be recognized.15
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Although I do not pursue a biographical approach to their work, I also do not deny that
Auerbach and Kossoff adopt place as a subject matter because place matters deeply to them. In
an epoch of radical displacement, Auerbach and Kossoff asserted the primacy of groundedness in
their work. Two urban Jews thus became the unlikely inheritors of a landscape tradition almost
synonymous with British art. Auerbach, for his part, has called himself a “born-again
Englishman.”16 But Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s relationship to place, and the way they paint it, is
different from that of their compatriots. Auerbach and Kossoff are Londoners, but their
presences in London are consequences of two of modern history’s most violent and dislocating
anti-Semitic campaigns. An overview of the painters’ personal histories and early artistic
foundations reveals the central significance of place to the trajectories of their lives and careers.
Frank Auerbach was born in Berlin in 1931, the son of comfortably middle-class Jewish
parents.17 Adolf Hitler was appointed the Chancellor of Germany just before Auerbach turned
two, and the first concentration camps opened in the country that same year. In 1939, Auerbach
became one of the thousands of European Jewish children sent by their families to England in the
years before World War II. The arrangements for Auerbach’s arrival in Great Britain, however,
predated the official British humanitarian rescue scheme known as the Kindertransport.18 By
1937, Iris Origo, an Irish Catholic writer living in Italy who was an acquaintance of Auerbach’s
uncle’s law partner, had determined to facilitate the passage of twelve Jewish children, six boys
and six girls, sponsoring their keep and education at an English boarding school. Auerbach was
one of them. On April 7, 1939, just a few weeks before his eighth birthday, he boarded the SS
16
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Washington and set sail from Hamburg with two other sponsored children and their nanny,
arriving after one or two nights in Southampton, on the English coast.19 They took a train to
London’s Victoria Station, then transferred to Maidstone in Kent, and from there the children
were taken to a public boarding school located in an old manor house called Bunce Court,
founded and run by Anna Essinger, a German Jew turned Quaker educator.20
By the time war was declared on September 1, 1939, Britain had admitted approximately
70,000 refugees from the National Socialist regime. For a few years, Auerbach received
messages from his parents via the Red Cross in Switzerland, but the letters stopped arriving in
the early spring of 1943. At some point in the following months he was told that they had been
taken to a concentration camp and killed.21 Any grief over their loss, the artist has since reflected,
he entirely suppressed.22 By that time, Auerbach has said, “Bunce Court was actually my home,”
and apart from a few school holidays spent with distant relatives in London, he lived contentedly
there for nine years.23 In 1947, the year he was naturalized as a British citizen, Auerbach, aged
sixteen, determined to strike out on his own; artistically inclined and bitten by an acting bug, he
moved to the city and became a Londoner.
Leon Kossoff is Londoner from birth. Born in December 1926, he was one of seven
children of Ukrainian-Jewish parents, each of whom who had come to England as children in the
19
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early years of the twentieth century in flight from the pogroms in their native country.24 His
parents settled in the East End, a working-class neighborhood that had already by that time been
home to generations of immigrants, including tens of thousands of Jews.25 A crowded,
international district of laborers and families, churches and synagogues, markets and merchants,
rich scents and motley sounds, the London Kossoff grew up in was a world of close-knit
familiarity and enduring strangeness. Separated geographically and culturally from the civic,
historic, and royal monuments of the West End, the East End was for many generations the
“Orient” of London. As the center of British Jewish life, it was also a hotbed of socio-political
instability and a target of virulent, sometimes violent anti-Semitism through the 1920s, ‘30s, and
‘40s.26 The area’s shipping docks and railways made it a primary target during the Blitz. In 1939,
Kossoff, along with many youth of his generation, was evacuated from the city and lived until
1943 with a family in the seaside market town of King’s Lynn in the county of Norfolk.
Visual art featured little in Kossoff’s early upbringing, but he later recalled that when he
was nine years old, he unexpectedly found himself in London’s National Gallery, perhaps on a
school trip or a visit with a relative.27 His encounter there with Rembrandt’s small canvas
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Woman Bathing in a Stream (1654; c.f. fig. 2.17) shattered the contours of everything he held
familiar. “My whole world opened up with the Rembrandts and Ruisdaels,” he has said.28 The
couple Kossoff lived with while evacuated from 1939-43 apparently encouraged their charge’s
artistic interests, and though he was away in Norfolk, Kossoff followed the war’s advance in the
newspapers, and made drawings after illustrated news photographs of St. Paul’s Cathedral (a
couple of miles from his family home in London) surrounded by the fire and smoke of
bombing.29
When Kossoff returned to London in 1943 he was seventeen years old. He took his first
life drawing class that year at Toynbee Hall, the historic East End charity center, and enrolled in
Saturday morning classes at St. Martin’s School of Art, where he pursued a commercial art
course to appease his father until his studies were interrupted by his military conscription.30
From 1945 to 1948, Kossoff served with the Royal Fusiliers, through the 2nd Battalion Jewish
Brigade, in Italy, Holland, Belgium and Germany.31 The brigade participated in the final stages
of the Italian offensive and the Allied liberation beginning in March 1945, and assisted in the
illegal emigration of Holocaust survivors in Italy, Germany, and Austria to Palestine, but Kossoff
has never discussed this period of his life publically.32 He returned to London in 1948 to a British
nation in the depths of austerity. Bomb damage lay still untouched across the capital. A modern
welfare state was being established under the new Labour government of Prime Minister
28
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Clement Attlee. The rapid rise in immigration from Britain’s Commonwealth countries
transformed the country’s population. The traditional notions of Britishness that many citizens
continued to cling to were directly challenged by the new realities of the postwar era.33
Auerbach and Kossoff met in 1949 while drawing from sculpture casts in the antique
room at St. Martin’s School of Art. Auerbach, the younger by five years, was a second-year
student, and Kossoff was in his first year, having re-enrolled for full time study after completing
his military service. (Auerbach had completed one term at the Hampstead Garden Suburb
Institute in London before he accepted a place at St. Martin’s in September 1948.) The
headstrong young artists quickly recognized an affinity of temperament, and bonded over their
shared interests in drawing and working from life.34 Kossoff immediately expressed his
admiration for Auerbach’s drawings, and Auerbach later commented, “I recognized a certain
magnanimity of talent in Kossoff.”35 Auerbach encouraged Kossoff to join him in David
Bomberg’s evening class at the Borough Polytechnic Institute, which Auerbach had attended
since 1948. The night studio, which they attended twice weekly, was a haven from the rigid
requirements and examinations enforced in their degree course. Bomberg placed a messianic
emphasis on strong draftsmanship as the foundation of visual art and dismissed verisimilitude as
secondary to an expression of physical form. He had no tolerance for either weakly descriptive
modes of representation or “decorative” abstraction, and encouraged an approach to drawing that
summoned an almost felt observation of the subject’s weight, contours, and kinetic presence in
space through bold marks and intuitive gesture. His example to both young artists as a
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personality of uncompromising integrity, indifferent to artistic fashion, was profound.36 Both
continued to study with Bomberg until the early 1950s (Kossoff until 1952, and Auerbach until
1953), when each went on to pursue a postgraduate degree at the Royal College of Art.37
The re-opening of the English Channel after the war and renewed cultural exchange with
America from the mid-1940s exposed Auerbach and Kossoff to the postwar era’s most advanced
art and aesthetic debates. In London, they saw important museum exhibitions of Matisse and
Picasso, and Braque and Roualt.38 Gallery shows of Chaïm Soutine and Nicolas de Staël—whose
modern and variously abstracted landscape paintings conjured space through strong form,
vigorous brushwork, and color—also moved the young artists.39 Some of London’s most
important postwar galleries were run by European émigrés who had come to England in the
1930s and encouraged the British art world’s increasing interest in international currents.40 Erica
Brausen’s Hanover Gallery, for example, was Alberto Giacometti’s principal outlet in London
and Francis Bacon’s first dealer.
Far from the Mediterranean of Matisse and de Staël, however, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
environment at hand was the art school studio, the small bedrooms they rented, and the rubblestrewn streets of postwar London. The two friends began to pose for each other during the
36
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Christmas holidays from St. Martin’s in 1950-51, when Auerbach was renting a room in
Kensington. The routine of meeting and taking turns sitting continued, possibly as frequently as
twice a week, from 1954-57.41 A sequence of vigorously worked charcoal drawings and painted
portraits bear the palpable intensity with which the friends observed each other in close quarters
(figs. 1.1, 1.2). It was also in 1951 that Auerbach and Kossoff, sometimes in the company of
another Bomberg student, Philip Holmes, began to scour the streets of London for motifs to draw.
They visited sites such as Smithfield meat market to draw its maze-like passages and arcades. “I
was so excited by it,” Auerbach said of the former cattle market that Dickens described in Oliver
Twist as a center of “filth and mire.”42 Kossoff later recalled a city “full of subjects.”43 But the
“tiny gang” of three, as Auerbach has called it, eventually converged into a twosome.44 To
describe his closeness with Kossoff during their student years, Auerbach has cited Braque’s
famous assessment of his relationship with Picasso during the trailblazing years of Cubism: “we
were like two mountaineers roped together.”45
Since their school years, London has remained the single most enduring protagonist of
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s art. What is art-historically curious is that they took up the city during
a period in which artists and critics questioned the continuing relevance of landscape as an
artistic subject.46 After the Second World War, the atrocities perpetrated in the service of
41
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imperialism, totalitarianism, war, industry, and systematic privatization had destroyed
connotations of the landscape as a timeless pastoral Arcadia, a vision of sublime Nature with a
capital “N,” or an emblematized national identity. From Cézanne at Mont-Saint Victoire to
Picasso at Horta and Braque at L’Estaque, the landscape, art historian Henri Zerner has claimed,
had also been “a laboratory for abstract art,” but its aesthetic adaptation could not continue in the
same vein after the European landscape had been so terribly violated.47 The city, meanwhile, had
been seized since the late nineteenth century as the defining modernist landscape. The
Impressionists transposed the optical stimulations of the modern city into shimmering, broken
brushwork; the Futurists and Vorticists embraced the dynamism of the metropolis in their
fractured planes; and the German Expressionists captured the urban environment’s alienating
conditions in their sharp forms and abrasive colors. But for a generation of artists coming of age
in a postwar, post-Blitz, post-Holocaust world, the revolutionary values of the pre-war avantgarde and its most rigid stylistic idioms were no longer valid following the full revelation of the
actual consequences of revolutionary politics and regimes, and the destructive potential of
modern technology. Kenneth Clark ominously concluded in his postwar paean to the landscape
genre, Landscape into Art, “the conditions, both technical and spiritual, in which great landscape
painting grew up, no longer exist, and are not likely for some time to recur.”48

English Rustic Tradition, 1740-1860 (Berkeley: University of California Berkeley, 1986). W.J.T. Mitchell
goes so far as to pronounce in his “Theses on Landscape” that “landscape is an exhausted medium, no
longer viable as a mode of artistic expression”; W.J.T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 5.
47
Henri Zerner, “Le sens du sens,” in Zerner and Jean Bouniort, Ecrire l’histoire de l’art: figures d’une
discipline (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), 103. Quoted in Leah Dickerman, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925:
How a Radical Idea Changed Modern Art (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2012), 14. Clement
Greenberg made a similar claim in “On the Role of Nature in Modernist Painting,” in Clement Greenberg,
Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), 172.
48
Clark originally delivered Landscape into Art as the 1947 Oxford University Slade lectures. The
citation here derives from his lecture notes, and does not appear in the published book version of the text.
See Kenneth Clark, ‘The End of Landscape Painting’, lecture notes, Oxford, 16 June 1947 [date crossed

26

But what actually transpired in the 1950s was a paradigm-shifting reformulation of
landscape painting among artists across the globe. As art historian Robert Rosenblum has argued,
the enveloping scale and non-referential forms in the Abstract Expressionist canvases of Jackson
Pollock and Mark Rothko reconceived the Northern European landscape tradition in terms of a
universalizing “Abstract Sublime.”49 In the southwest-most corner of England, Peter Lanyon
invented new forms of lyrical abstraction stimulated by the forms and forces of Cornwall’s
rugged cliffs and sea. In France, Jean Dubuffet willfully subverted the landscape genre in his
soiled, scratched art brut visions of hills and imagined cities.
In the very same years, the art students Auerbach and Kossoff looked directly at their city
and recognized its inexhaustible possibility as a subject. What distinguishes their approach to the
environment is their explicit visual dependence on the subject and its tangible presence in the
here and now. From the beginning, they extended modernism’s embrace of spatial distortion and
expressionist facture, but turned away from earlier optically based refractions of the city as they
developed a haptic mode of landscape painting grounded in their immediate experiences of
London as it changed around them. “Haptic” literally means graspable, pertaining to the sense of
touch. In 1901, art historian Alois Riegl introduced the idea of “haptic” seeing to emphasize the
role of the tactile in visual perception (a line of inquiry taken up more recently by Gilles
Deleuze).50 The connected workings of the hand and the eye, and the paradoxical notions of
“seeing with the hand” and “feeling with the eye,” I argue through this project, inform
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Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s aesthetic approaches to their subject matters, and the complex
processes by which the viewer perceives their images in turn.
The phenomenon of London’s postwar reconstruction dominates the landscape images of
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s first artistic decade. Outrageously thick and layered earthen-toned
images, visually fluctuating between solid form and form-defying matter, their building site
paintings of the 1950s deliver a haptic sensation of a new landscape coming into being. These
dense paintings of the artists’ first professional decade at once marked a rupture in the landscape
of mid-century British painting and can be situated in the thick of the period’s artistic concerns.
Their images’ open forms and bold gesture suggest the artists’ absorption of Abstract
Expressionism, and their heavily manipulated surface facture reveals their awareness of Dubuffet,
Fautrier, and others associated with European Art informel. But Auerbach and Kossoff do not
present an abstract metaphor for the landscape as the Abstract Expressionists did, or engage in an
anti-humanist critique of the genre as Dubuffet did with his muddy monochrome fields of
undifferentiated matter. The composition and facture of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings
relate always back to the subject—“subject” in the senses of both the place depicted, and the
individual artist who engages with it—as they embed their phenomenological mediations of the
landscape into their graphic notations and accrued painterly layers. As their images defy the
dichotomy of abstraction and figuration, they dissolve the boundaries between subject and object,
and mind and body, all through the manner of their painting style: one that resists resolution yet
insists on the agency of the animate site.
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s shared preoccupation with the material reality of human
experience in both their landscapes and portraits links them to the postwar reformulations of
figuration by artists such as Alberto Giacometti and Francis Bacon, as well as the philosophies of
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phenomenology and Existentialism that swept through the intellectual channels of Europe in the
postwar decade. Giacometti’s quivering, ghostly figures in spatial voids and Bacon’s twisted
forms in luxuriantly scumbled color fields were startling and seductive to the young artists.
Auerbach and Kossoff may not have directly encountered the writings of Jean-Paul Sartre or
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, but they were immersed in a phenomenological and existentialist
discourse about the primacy of individual experience and the haptic nature of perception, above
all through the eccentric instructions of their teacher David Bomberg.
By the early 1960s, the height of London’s postwar building boom was over and each
artist turned his focus to the daily experience of his respective local surroundings. Auerbach
delved into the architectural jumble around his Camden Town studio in north-central London
and the elevated urban parkland of Primrose Hill nearby; from the ‘60s, the majority of his
landscapes are based on locations within a radius of less than one mile from his studio. Kossoff’s
work has spanned a larger territory, from the northwest London suburb of Willesden, where he
resides, to the East End district where he grew up and kept a studio for several years in the
1970s; his London subjects since the ‘60s encompass a diverse range of sites, from crowded
London Underground and railway stations to a municipal swimming pool and Nicholas
Hawksmoor’s famous Christ Church in Spitalfields.
As the forms and rhythms of the city changed around Auerbach and Kossoff—as postwar
austerity conditions yielded to the “Swinging ‘60s” and beyond—the artists’ means of perceiving
and expressing their individual London sites changed as well. For some decades, the two artists
have followed essentially the same procedure, even as their individual practices diverged. Taking
the plein air landscape tradition to a compulsive extreme, each painter returns to the given site
each day to draw a fresh impression of the subject. Back in the studio, each pins their drawings
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on the wall for reference. Then, instead of additively reworking the related painting in successive
layers as each had done in the 1950s, the artist scrapes or wipes down the previous day’s paint
from the board and builds up the entire composition anew. Each plies the quick-fire, graphic
openness of his drawing technique into the malleable, pigmented medium of oil paint as he
covers the surface with mark after brushed mark in a headlong drive to catch and hold a
sensation of the city’s outer animation in an image animated by inner tensions of form, space,
and color. For weeks and months each artist repeats this cycle—drawing to painting, landscape
to studio—destroying each unsatisfactory attempt until one day an image unpredictably bursts
forth that seems to encapsulate his many perceptions of the subject. What this singular process
allows is paintings that synthesize the immediacy and spontaneity of a sketch with the artist’s
cumulatively gathered knowledge of the place in a full-fledged, full-scale composition.
The same subject typically yields multiple paintings, produced over numerous years. The
artists’ practices diverge, however, from Monet’s methodical Impressionist project of recording a
subject in series to capture its appearance through varying weather and light conditions.
Auerbach and Kossoff paint the same locations over and again because their artistic interest
amplifies the more they come to know them. They work from the same place as long as it
continues to suggest new possibilities—or until something else, another point of view, possibly
just a few steps away, seizes their attention. Their paintings demonstrate an utterly different way
of experiencing place than the objectifying definition of landscape art put forth by geographer
Denis Cosgrove, as “a way of seeing, a composition and structuring of the world so that it may
be appropriated by a detached, individual spectator to whom an illusion of order and control is
offered through the composition of space according to the certainties of geometry.”51 Auerbach’s
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and Kossoff’s London sites, rather, exemplify what cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has called
“fields of care.” In distinction to “public symbols,” which openly “yield their meaning to the eye,”
Tuan writes, fields of care are “places that are known only after prolonged experience….Public
symbols command attention and even awe; fields of care evoke affection.”52 The expressive, but
painstakingly composed landscapes that arise from Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s perceptual
knowledge of place are themselves fields of care, commanding the beholder’s careful attentions
in turn.
In taking up landscape as a subject, the artists extend a tradition that has flourished with a
special, almost unbroken persistence in the British cultural imagination.53 The primacy of
empirical observation and a poetics of place and the commonplace weave through centuries of
British expression, bridging the gritty urban realism of William Hogarth, Charles Dickens, and
Walter Sickert to the rural naturalism of John Constable, William Wordsworth, Thomas Hardy,
Ralph Vaughan Williams, and Ivon Hitchens. But Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s aesthetic purview
extends far beyond the streets of London and the art of England’s shores. Both have found a
second home in the National Gallery of London, and for many years made a habit of drawing
after the Gallery’s collection on a weekly basis. For them the canon of Western painting is not a
historical catalogue; it is a living presence. Many among the images each studied were
landscapes. The serpentine sweep and zoom of the paths through Rubens’ Het Steen; the
boundless skies and pancake-flat horizons of Rembrandt’s and Philip de Konincks’ Dutch
countrysides; the central pyramid of Mont Sainte-Victoire as seen through Cézanne’s adamantine
gaze; the empirically grounded sensuality of Gainsborough’s and Constable’s rolling English
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countrysides: such paintings were, and are, as alive to Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s imaginations as
the tree-lined streetscapes each greets when he steps out his front door. The originality of the
painters’ approaches to their own local landscapes, I argue, rises in part from their immersion in
the history of Western painting and the way these Londoners—not beholden to a singularly
English patrimony themselves—amalgamate aspects of the landscape genre’s divergent
historical strands with the modern lessons of their forerunners Cézanne, Picasso, Matisse,
Soutine, Giacometti, and de Kooning. It is by submitting themselves to the tradition in the first
place that they have drawn the anxious courage to claim, till, and cultivate a landscape painting
for their own corners of the world and their own historical moment.
This dissertation is the first dual investigation of the artists’ landscape paintings, but I am
far from the first to recognize the depth and breadth of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s association—
and the singular nature of their respective achievements. Literature on the artists often mentions
them in the same breath in passing, for their similarities in biography, choice of subjects, and
artistic approach. The absence of an extensive comparative study may stem from a caution to
avoid overemphasizing the link between the artists as though they were “Siamese twins”—an
occasional misperception this dissertation aims to rectify. As their first dealer Helen Lessore
remarked, “Their situation is like brothers who appear to strangers as having a strong
resemblance, while inside the family and among close friends their differences seem greater than
any likeness.”54
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The history of art is full of examples of artists who came together as working “pairs,”
especially in their early careers. A rare few of these associations assumed an epoch-defining
intensity: Cézanne and Pissarro, van Gogh and Gauguin, Picasso and Braque, Matisse and Derain,
Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, to name but a few. Even Rembrandt, Auerbach has
pointed out, produced some of his early graphic masterpieces while sharing a studio and printing
press with the now-eclipsed but exceedingly gifted Jan Lievens when the two were in their
twenties.55 Whatever creative force drew all of these pairs together, the pressure was mutually
goading and breakthrough-instigating before each duo affirmatively severed ties. “During the
early fifties,” Kossoff has acknowledged, “I was much encouraged by the example of Frank
Auerbach and began to draw with more boldness.”56 Auerbach told the critic Michael Peppiatt in
1998: “We saw each other very frequently, and we saw each other’s work as it was being
produced and—I can’t speak for Leon—but I was excited by what he was doing and felt that it
was worth emulating the quality, if not the idiom, of the way of painting.”57 But as much as a
study of “intersubjectivity,” this dissertation is a visual account of the intertwined and diverging
paths of two artists connected perhaps most strongly of all by their profound and profoundly
different bonds to London.58
The existing literature on the artists falls into two main categories: monographs and solo
exhibition catalogues (none to date published outside of the UK and Europe), and studies
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grouping the artists into a so-called “School of London.” Originally proposed in the 1940s as a
counterpart to the École de Paris or New York School, the moniker “School of London” took
hold when artist R.B. Kitaj resurrected it in 1976 to lionize the humanist values he perceived in
the figurative practices of London-based painters in contrast to modes of abstraction and
conceptual art then dominant in Europe and America.59 The term, subsequently advanced
through a sequence of exhibitions in the 1980s and ‘90s, gradually came to designate the
narrower group of Auerbach, Kossoff, Francis Bacon, Lucian Freud, and Michael Andrews. But
while the aforementioned artists certainly shared a mutual regard for the human figure and the
practice of draftsmanship, the notion of a “school” is misleading, since they never worked as a
unit and developed no common idiom. None of the artists accepted the term. Limiting in its local
perspective, the concept is also marred by its connotations of a reactionary conservatism because
it falsely portrays the artists as adopting figurative approaches to the exclusion of abstraction.
Most paradoxically and pertinently for this project, despite identifying the artists based on their
geographical location, accounts of the School of London fail to address the significance of the
city itself to the work of the two artists most alert by far to its creative inspiration: Auerbach and
Kossoff.60
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If any analytical framework dominates the monographic literature on the two artists, it is
an attention to the phenomenology of their work, that is, to the primary significance of
perception to the making and meaning of their art. This precedent was established in the earliest,
decidedly mixed reviews published in response to the artists’ debut exhibitions the late 1950s. In
fact, the bulk of the negative early criticism hinged on the extreme difficulties of perception the
artists’ formally ambiguous images presented to viewers. To many critics, it seemed that
Auerbach and Kossoff simply buried the identity of their named subject matters in their heaving
volumes of paint. David Sylvester—certainly Auerbach’s most perceptive critic in the 1950s—
was an exception; he recognized that the perceptual challenges mounted by the artist’s paintings
were integral to the meaning of the work. “The painting is not a scene presented,” Sylvester
claimed in a 1961 exhibition review of Auerbach, “it is a process of discovery given tangible and
simultaneous existence.”61 Art historian James Hyman meticulously reconstructs the cultural
transmission of phenomenology and Existentialism from postwar Paris to London in The Battle
of Realism: Figurative Art in Britain During the Cold War, 1945-60, highlighting Sylvester’s
role in introducing British artists and audiences to the concepts through his criticism.62
Phenomenology, in particular, was central to Sylvester’s promotion of what Hyman terms the
“modernist realism” exemplified by Bacon, Auerbach and Kossoff, in contrast to the illustrative,
Marxist-inflected modes of social realism espoused by Sylvester’s sometime critical rival John
Berger during that era.
The phenomenological approach in the literature on the two artists has never
diminished—a tribute to the palpable material vitality of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s art to this day.
William Feaver and Catherine Lampert have written with penetrating insight into Auerbach’s
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perceptual methods and motivations in their monographs and solo exhibition catalogue essays.63
Robert Hughes invokes the artist’s approach to representation in prose as robust as Auerbach’s
impasto in his 1990 monograph. Most recently, T.J. Clark’s brief catalogue essay for the 2015
Auerbach retrospective positions the painter as an inheritor of modernism whose work
foregrounds the visceral complexity of seeing.64 Kossoff received significantly less critical
attention than Auerbach until 1995, when he represented Britain at the Venice Biennale. David
Sylvester’s short catalogue essay for Kossoff’s Biennale exhibition is the first broad treatment of
the artist’s formal achievement, while the Tate Gallery’s Kossoff retrospective the following
year, with a catalogue by Paul Moorhouse, remains the single comprehensive presentation of the
artist’s life and work.65 The increased and belated attention to both painters since the 1990s also
parallels the induction of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy into the canon of academic theory, in
contrast to the linguistic turn of post-structuralism.
What has not been fully explored is the relationship between Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
distinct visual approaches and their landscape subject matters in particular. No scholars have
analyzed with any sustained focus how the artists’ continual engagements with London have
informed the development of their process-driven modes of painting and the evolving
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appearances of their landscape compositions over the decades. Building on Sylvester’s
interpretive precedent, Hyman’s historical contextualization of the phenomenological framework,
and the keen material focus of Feaver, Lampert and others, I seek in this dissertation to
illuminate the specific interconnections in Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s landscape oeuvres among
motif, making, and meaning.
Two solo exhibition catalogues, beyond the short essay by Peter Ackroyd cited in my
Prelude, precede my study in their focus on the artists’ London paintings.66 First, the publication
for a 2009 Courtauld Gallery exhibition of Auerbach’s building site paintings from 1952-62,
curated by Barnaby Wright, situates Auerbach’s choice of sites and the related body of paintings
within the socio-cultural climate of postwar reconstruction.67 In Chapter 2, I draw extensively on
the Courtauld catalogue’s essays and its research on the history of specific building locations,
and liberally cite the interviews Wright conducted with Auerbach. But there is an elephant in the
room in Wright’s catalogue: Kossoff. My study pivots from Wright’s largely historical emphasis
to consider how the postwar reconstruction landscape informed the formal, material, and
process-driven breakthroughs of both Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s early work as they
simultaneously developed their languages of painting. Second, Andrea Rose’s essay for a 201314 commercial gallery presentation of Kossoff’s landscapes surveys that artist’s longstanding
commitment to the city, providing a general inventory and incisive analysis of the places he has
painted over the decades.68 What these two studies of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s respective
London paintings imply, but do not investigate in depth, is the ways in which both artists’ career-
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spanning landscape practices belong to and depart from the broader art-historical context of the
landscape genre.
When previous sources mention the artists’ relationships to the landscape tradition, they
typically do so while considering their respective studies of the Old Masters. Colin Wiggins has
written on both Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s decades-long practices of making drawings after
paintings in the collection of the National Gallery of London, and the Getty and National Gallery
mounted an exhibition of Kossoff’s extended studies after Poussin.69 Likewise, Hughes,
Sylvester, and T.J. Clark variously cite Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s acknowledged affection for
and painterly affinities to John Constable. But there has been no focused attempt to situate either
artist’s works within the landscape genre’s art-historical conventions or that category’s changing
development.
Perhaps the most fraught question facing the writer on the two artists’ landscapes is the
connection between Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s radical art of place—radical literally meaning
“rooted”—and the artists’ personal histories of displacement. “Still I should paint my own places
best,” John Constable famously wrote. “Painting is with me but another word for feeling, and I
associate ‘my careless boyhood’ with all that lies on the banks of the Stour; those scenes made
me a painter and I am grateful….”70 Auerbach and Kossoff had no such careless youths. Is their
desire to “pin down” the subject, whether a loved one or a beloved city landscape, a
compensation for childhoods violently disrupted?
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R.B. Kitaj suggested that the strong figurative preferences of the so-called School of
London artists derived in part from their émigré backgrounds: Lucian Freud was a German
Jewish immigrant like Auerbach, Francis Bacon was Irish-born, and Kitaj himself was an
American expatriate. As Kitaj saw it, the affiliates of the “School” aligned, in that sense, with the
foreigners who largely made up the earlier École de Paris and New York Schools.71 To be sure,
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s six-decade landscape oeuvres are resonant case studies for
understanding the impact of artists of émigré background on postwar British culture.72 But
among the artists Kitaj included in the School of London, only he himself did not identify as
English and only he elaborated a “diasporist” agenda.73
Catherine Lampert recently contended that “in writing about Auerbach, a biographical
approach is not really appropriate.” Her position in this regard aligns with Auerbach’s own
resistance to speculation about his private life and his distrust of attempts, as Lampert writes, to
“impute the significance of relationships and feelings.”74 And yet the relationship between art
and life weaves inevitably through the literature on both Auerbach and Kossoff, including this
study. It is tempting and even difficult not to speculate that Kossoff’s anxious attachment to the
city of his birth and his repeated depictions of sites from his childhood are a way of aesthetically
processing his upbringing in the Jewish East End, his displacement during the war, and the
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trauma of returning from his evacuation and later military service to a landscape fundamentally
transformed by bombing and rebuilding. “He’s like a man coming back from long exile in order
to make a map of locations where he can begin to search for himself, to confirm his existence,”
writer Iain Sinclair suggests.75 Kossoff’s first dealer, Helen Lessore, claimed that the artist’s
Jewish background was central to his subject matter, identifying it as “the world in which
Kossoff grew up, through which he has had to find his way, with which he has had to come to
terms, and out of which he has created himself and his art.”76 Robert Hughes similarly argued
that Kossoff drew prominently in his paintings on his “collective experience as an East End Jew,
the son of a baker whose cultural background—like [his teacher David] Bomberg’s own—was
permeated with memories of the stetl, its closeness, its tribal interdependence.”77
The poignancy of Auerbach’s impassioned bond to his corner of London in light of his
tragic history of uprootedness continues, likewise, to be remarked by interpreters his art. It is the
persistent etiology of many accounts: an émigré, cleaving to the streets of his adopted landscape,
becomes one of London’s great living painters of place. Robert Hughes mused about the
“emigrant’s anxiety” that kept Auerbach in London, and claimed outright that Auerbach “has
transposed the wound of parental loss into the realm of artmaking.”78 It was Hughes’ stirring
account of Auerbach in his 1990 monograph, in fact, that partly inspired the novelist W.G.
Sebald to base a character in his 1992 semi-fictional tale The Emigrants on Auerbach’s life.79
Curator Jeremy Lewison similarly suggests that Auerbach and other artists who experienced
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emigration “bear a sense of loss, a need to seek roots in order to come to terms with
rootlessness.”80
It is not my aim to discredit these approaches. The interpretations cited are compelling,
while Sebald’s book is an independent literary achievement, spun imaginatively from the facts of
Auerbach’s life. It is my contention in this dissertation that the significance of the artists’
personal histories cannot be discounted, and may indeed underpin the patterns of their artistic
lives. But the desire to uncover the biographical or psychological reasons for Auerbach’s or
Kossoff’s practices is a mindset that risks preconditioning our responses to their work and
curtailing our understanding of the complex visual structures of their paintings. Through formal
analysis of individual works of art, I argue that their landscape images surpass individual
circumstances to manifest a wide-reaching, resonantly modern sense of place. Groundedness, I
contend, is not merely a psychosomatic reaction to displacement; it is the active condition of
Auerbach’s landscape practice and the force underlying his compositionally rooted forms. The
coexistence of closeness and difference is not simply a measure of Kossoff’s lifetime
relationship to London; it is the presiding tension of his compositional structures and viscerally
immediate paint surfaces.
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Comprehensive histories of London provide factual grounding for my account.81 In
addition to the postwar writings on the phenomenology of painting by Merleau-Ponty, Rudolf
Arnheim’s studies of the dynamics of visual perception, Yi-Fu Tuan’s and Edward Casey’s
phenomenological studies of landscape, Michael Fried’s texts on art and embodiment, and David
Rosand’s investigations of the phenomenology of drawing have productively enriched my
interpretations of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s art.82 Some critics have accused Auerbach and
Kossoff of turning their backs on the art world after the 1960s, but I suggest that their landscapes
record their awareness of Pop, Minimalism, and other contemporary developments in more
complex and implicitly critical ways than has been accounted for. In addition, each chapter pays
special attention to the artists’ communions with the masters of past generations whose
compositions, I argue, have informed, even if unconsciously, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s visual
responses to their own contemporary surroundings. The sense of place in their images is
intertwined with their absorption of a vast art-historical continuum of images variously
representing the world in paint.
I am fortunate to have met and conversed with both Auerbach and Kossoff in the course
of my project, and have exchanged a series of letters with Auerbach.83 Both artists’ ruminations
about their work have provided a vital springboard for my readings. I also draw extensively on
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previously published and unpublished interviews.84 It is my outlook in this dissertation that when
an artist’s articulations in both image and spoken word are so intelligent, we cannot afford to
ignore the gift of either in our ongoing efforts of understanding.

The following chapters unfold chronologically and thematically, in tandem with the
artists’ creative collaborations and divergences. Chapter 2 examines the series of building site
paintings Auerbach and Kossoff both produced from c. 1952-62, the period in which the two
worked most closely together. Central London was a topography of moving earth, deeply dug
foundation pits, a skyline of endless cranes and towering steel skeletons. In their efforts to
translate their perceptions of the city’s reconstruction into the moving substance of oil paint,
Auerbach and Kossoff built some of the thickest, most inscrutable, most literally substantial
paintings ever produced. The artists’ dark, formally ambiguous, and materially overwhelming
“equivalents” for their experiences of the shape-shifting city reconceive the Romantic category
of the sublime in terms of what I call the “Haptic Sublime.” I discuss how the artists’ shared
practice of continually destroying their images to rework them in accrued layers historically
relates to and significantly differs from other artistic expressions of “creative destruction” in the
postwar age. The baffled critics of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s first exhibitions suggested that the
artists had obscured their intentions toward the subject in their painterly volumes. I argue, by
contrast, that there is no interpretive contradiction between form and content or abstraction and
figuration in these works. London in the 1950s was being recreated; in subject matter, process,
and appearance, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s building site paintings, I argue, are painterly
allegories of creation.
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Chapters 3 and 4 trace the independent developments of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
landscape art, surveying each artist’s London paintings, apart from the building sites, from the
late 1950s to the present. Chapter 3 explores how Auerbach has discovered a sense of place in
his north London borough of Camden, and how his paintings of this eclectic environment
manifest a sense of discovery in turn, through their visual and material constructions. I argue that
the interplay of abstraction and figuration in Auerbach’s images and his realization of a more
fluid, embodied language and process of painting arise in response to his changing patterns of
engagement with the gritty and developed streetscapes immediately around his home near
Mornington Crescent and the open, grassy parkland of Primrose Hill nearby. At the same time, I
consider how the artist’s visions of these built and semi-natural London locations equally reflect
his visual absorption of his artistic forebears, especially Titian and John Constable. Extending
from but radically departing from more “static” frameworks of landscape such as the pastoral,
Auerbach’s images of his urban terrain demand an extraordinarily active mode of visual
discovery by the viewer as well. With his unusual, yet commonplace city subject matters and
unprecedented modes of representation, Auerbach, I contend, has challenged and overturned the
national and naturalized assumptions of the British landscape tradition to produce a body of
modern painting reflecting the perceptual complexities of relating to place in a postwar and
contemporary era of massive social, industrial, and topographical change.
Kossoff has described the landscape of his native city as an extension of his own body.
Chapter 4 considers how the artist’s lifetime relationship to the city of his birth is channeled into
the ritual nature of his process, his attachment to sites from his past, and his fascination with the
London crowd. Whereas Auerbach often incorporates abstracted figural presences into his
paintings as fleeting signs of the city’s living energy, for Kossoff the heart and soul of London’s
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landscape is its human multitude. From the 1960s forward, Kossoff frequently focuses his
attention on communal locations full of Londoners in motion: Underground stations, train
entrance plazas, East End working-class scenes, and populous residential districts. His style of
painting mediates the relationship between abstraction and figuration in very different ways than
Auerbach: in short, the “abstracting” aspects of Kossoff’s landscapes are more a consequence of
figural and spatial distortion and feverish material application than any non-objective abstraction
of form as such. Tracing the evolution of Kossoff’s own process-based mode of landscape
representation, I consider how the artist simultaneously updates the visual and conceptual
frameworks of established art-historical themes including railways, labor scenes, and multifigure history paintings with his quotidian contemporary subject matters and sensory-driven
material conduct. I argue that the visual tensions generated in his paintings between thickly
charged materiality and deep pictorial illusion, between figural orchestration and spreading
ground, speak to universal tensions of urban experience: between closeness and distance,
familiarity and strangeness, the individual and the collective. Kossoff’s landscapes consequently
manifest an intensely embodied mode of engagement between viewer and image—a mode of
seeing, I contend, that materializes the challenges of seeing and being at home in the teeming
modern world.
Together and separately, Auerbach and Kossoff have innovated painting styles proper to
the “unpainted” London of modern life: a city whose spirit shines brightest not in its famous
landmarks, Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament, or the mighty Thames, but rather in the everchanging streets and buildings of its crowded local neighborhoods, in the sprawling parks,
unbeautiful industrial hinterlands, and spaces of mass transit where its citizens carry out their
everyday lives of work and play. “To miraculously hold together contradictions and
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incompatibilities is a good definition of art,” Auerbach has said.85 Innovative and rooted in
tradition; British and resonant with universal urban experience; rigorously empirical and
expressively abstracted; visibly constructed with paint and tangibly connected to worldly fact;
animated by chaos and ordered by form: the intensity with which Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
landscape paintings encompass and uphold these seeming contradictions, and the contradictions
of London itself, may be what defines their art’s unresting sense of place. This dissertation
investigates their art through these paradoxes, because in them is where Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s art is at home.
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(London: Thames & Hudson, 2012), 28.
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Chapter 2
Echoes of Creation: Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s London Building Site Paintings

A New Phenomenon
In the late 1940s, Auerbach cycled past bombsites on his way to the Borough Polytechnic
Institute in South London for his evening classes with David Bomberg.1 A full one-third of the
school’s campus, located in the Borough Road in Southwark, had been demolished during the
Blitz. The British nation was in the depths of austerity, everything from food to fuel under strict
government rationing and control.2 This bleak and hardscrabble landscape, as Auerbach later
reflected, was “the fabric of one’s life.”3
The war was still underway when discussions over the rebuilding of London had first
begun. The most urgent issue was where to house those made homeless by the bombings. But
planners and architects also recognized an opportunity in the ground-leveling destruction of the
air raids to confront the housing shortages, traffic congestion, and other predicaments of the
historic city as they ushered the capital full-force into a new and improved future. Developers put
forth all kinds of ambitious schemes: modernists envisioned a panorama of glass towers, while
traditionalists fantasized a unified cityscape of Georgian terraces.4 In 1943, the London County
Council, under the direction of planners Patrick Abercrombie and J.H. Foreshaw, drew up what
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Auerbach recalled to Barnaby Wright, “I walked quite often to St. Martin’s or cycled for a short time to
the Borough Polytechnic surrounded by bombsites and craggy buildings standing in the middle of an
empty piece of ground and everything rather used and worn and unpainted and grubby.” “Frank Auerbach
– The Building Site Paintings,” interview with Barnaby Wright, London, January 15, 2009; transcript and
recording held in The Courtauld Gallery Archives.
2
See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (New York: Penguin Books, 2006),162.
3
Auerbach, quoted in Paul Moorhouse, “A Human Universe: Auerbach’s Building-Site Paintings and
Existentialism,” in Wright, 57. Some bombsites remained present well through the 1970s.
4
Margaret Garlake, “Prefabs and Stubby Skyscrapers: Rebuilding London 1945-60,” in Wright, 38.
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became known as the County of London Plan to transform the inner city into an orderly
metropolis orbited by a ring road and surrounded beyond by suburban “new towns” (fig. 2.1).5
But the prospects of reconstruction were as expensive as they were expansive, and the
reality was that Britain was broke.6 As much to the point, London as a collective body stubbornly
defied the imposition of any unifying aesthetic order. London had always been a city of baffling
architectural variety, as Peter Ackroyd has asserted, “too large to be dominated by any one style
or standard.”7 In the nineteenth century, proposals to overhaul London’s city center in a
homogenous Haussmann-type scheme had been swiftly rejected. Postwar “Abercrombieism” was
likewise met with sharp resistance from the public and local authorities alike. What actually
transpired in the fiscally strapped circumstances of the immediate postwar years was far more
piecemeal, with modernist and revivalist developments erected often in the same vicinity.
By the turn of the 1950s, expanding employment and consumerism brought inklings of a
new era of prosperity, although food rationing ended only in 1954. That same year, in a further
attempt to stimulate growth, the Government loosened building controls, unleashing a “building
boom” of unprecedented scale.8 The cityscape became a speculator’s dream as old structures
came down and office towers sprang up in quick succession, towering over the previous 100-feet
height barrier, dwarfing the spires and turrets of the City and Westminster and in a few cases
even rivaling the magnificent dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral.9 The new steel-framed buildings
entailed bigger machinery, larger work forces, and vaster, deeper foundations than any
constructions London had ever seen (fig. 2.2). Massive council housing estates were raised along
5

Abercrombie revised the County of London plan as the Greater London Plan in 1944. See Roy
Porter, London: A Social History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 338-53.
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Ninety-seven percent of the Marshall Plan funds that America allocated to Britain were used to repay
the country’s enormous debts. Judt, 162.
7
Ackroyd 2003, 513.
8
Garlake 2009, 41.
9
White, 52-53.
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with the tower blocks. Cranes dangled precariously across the rapidly changing skyline as
London grew up and out. It was the Wild West End. The boom lasted until 1964, when the
Labour politician George Brown implemented a ban on further office blocks, but by then central
London was an almost unrecognizable city.
How to capture a sense of place when the place you live is being reinvented before your
eyes? In the early 1940s, John Piper, Graham Sutherland, and the artists of the wartime
generation recognized the surreal poetry in the city’s shattered outer lineaments and conceived a
language, now known as neo-Romanticism, to express its terrible beauty. London, in their
images, is a site of loss and estrangement. Auerbach and Kossoff looked toward the landscape
they found themselves in a decade later and saw a site of reckoning and possibility. Halfway
between chaos and formation, the city demanded a mode of representation to match it. The
building site images Auerbach and Kossoff simultaneously produced from c. 1952-62—a period
spanning the greater part of London’s reconstruction era—are the results of their efforts to
immerse themselves in the city’s reconstruction and to develop a new language of painting to
express its phenomenological reality.
The city’s building sites were often photographed, typically for documentary illustration
in books, newspapers, and magazines such as Architects Journal, or compiled by architectural
firms for communication and marketing purposes.10 But when it came to paint, as curator
Barnaby Wright has written, “[W]ith few exceptions, London’s building sites belonged to
Auerbach and Kossoff.”11 Distancing himself from neo-Romanticism and the post-Cubist
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Nicholas Bullock, Building the Post-War World: Modern Architecture and Reconstruction in Britain
(London: Routledge, 2002).
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Wright cites a handful of canvases by John Berger from 1950 of the rising Festival of Britain site, one
carefully rendered view of 1959 by David Tindle of the Shell Building that rose on the same stretch of the
South Bank a decade later, and a few images by Prunella Clough that foreshadow Clough’s lifelong
fascination with the poetry of industrialization. Wright 2009, 21, note 18.
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productions of his British peers, Auerbach later reflected: “English twentieth-century painting
tends to be thin, linear and illustrative. I wanted something different; I wanted a painting that,
when you saw it, would be like touching something in the dark.”12
Helen Lessore of the Beaux Arts Gallery in Mayfair signed Auerbach and Kossoff upon
their graduations from the Royal College, and gave them their first solo exhibitions in 1956 and
1957, respectively. Lessore had taken over the direction of the gallery after the death of her
husband, Frederick Lessore, in 1951; under her leadership, the Beaux Arts gained a reputation
for its exhibitions of contemporary figurative painting.13 Among the other previously unknown
artists she exhibited were Michael Andrews, Craigie Aitchison, Sheila Fell, Timothy Behrens,
Euan Uglow, and the painters of the so-called Beaux Arts Quartet, more commonly known as the
“Kitchen Sink” group: John Bratby, Derrick Greaves, Edward Middleditch, and Jack Smith.14
The list is a veritable roster of artists variously engaged with the realist tradition in Britain in the
1950s, from the Kitchen Sink group, whose illustrative profusions of domestic banality were
heralded by Marxist critic John Berger as the bastions of a new British social realism, to the
materially bolder “modernist realism,” as art historian James Hyman has dubbed it, of Auerbach
and Kossoff.15
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1956, the year of Auerbach’s debut solo exhibition, is most frequently remembered in
British history as the year of the Suez Crisis, the event that signaled the conclusive dissolution of
the British Empire. It was also a remarkable year in art. Auerbach’s show opened in January two
days before the Tate Gallery’s exhibition Modern Art in the United States, which gave British
audiences their first glimpses of Rothko, de Kooning, and Kline.16 A few months later, This is
Tomorrow at London’s Whitechapel Art Gallery announced the debut of the Independent Group,
Britain’s Pop art precursors who appropriated imagery from advertising, mass culture, science,
and technology in an attempt to break down boundaries between art and everyday life.17
Reflecting the cross-generational, if conservative-minded scope of the official British art
establishment, at the 1956 Venice Biennale the British Council exhibited the young Londoners of
the Kitchen Sink group together with the broad-brushed lyrical woodland landscapes of the elder
statesman Ivon Hitchens. Even among Lessore’s stable of realist painting, and within the
pluralistic contexts of the London art establishment and its plethora of advanced exhibitions,
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s early paintings could not be reconciled with anything else.
To many, as we will see, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s images were nearly inscrutable. The
twenty-four oils-on-board in Auerbach’s 1956 solo debut were so weighted with layers of thickly
clotted paint that had a checklist of titles not explicitly identified the paintings’ subjects, one
wonders whether viewers would have recognized some of them as portraits or landscapes at all.18
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One the earliest building site paintings shown in Auerbach’s 1956 exhibition captures the
early construction stages of a building that stood immediately around the corner from the gallery,
at the corner of Bruton and New Bond Streets. By the time the painting, dated 1953, was
displayed, gallery-goers would have walked outside past the completed Time & Life Building,
one of postwar London’s most striking modern office constructions, a steel frame seven-story
rectilinear block clad in Portland stone.19 But in Auerbach’s Building Site, Bruton Street: winter
(1953; fig. 2.3), viewers would have been hard-pressed to recognize any semblance of built
architecture in the triangular mound of yellow ochre, thin left-leaning wedge, and mass of tilled
brown pigment rising out of a puckered and encrusted ground as black as tar.
Leon Kossoff’s debut exhibition opened at the Beaux Arts Gallery just over one year later,
in February 1957.20 Even murkier in tone and more unsparing in their material magnitude than
Auerbach’s pictures, the barely set surfaces of Kossoff’s paintings threatened to slide off the
supports. A few works, such as Building Site with St. Paul’s, no. 1 (1956; fig. 2.4), looked as if
the artist had sunk his hands into the earth, grabbed fistfuls of mud, and smeared them directly
onto the board. Sir Christopher Wren’s majestic cathedral is no more than a shadow in the mire
in the top right corner.
Painterly thickness in itself was a familiar feature of international postwar painting as
London viewers had come to know it. The critics recognized that Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s

Courtauld Gallery exhibition brought together all of Auerbach’s surviving building site paintings,
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works bore superficial similarities to the postwar European “matter painting” of Jean Dubuffet
(fig. 2.5) and others associated with art informel, a postwar movement first displayed in London
in the 1953 exhibition Opposing Forces organized by French critic and curator Michel Tapié.
Tapié coined the umbrella term informel (meaning “unformed” or “formless”) in 1952 to
describe the expressive, largely non-figurative, gesture-driven modes practiced by Dubuffet, Jean
Fautrier, Pierre Soulages, Hans Hartung, and other postwar European artists in contradistinction
to hard-edge pre-war abstract styles, didactic modes of Communist-affiliated social realism, and
the École de Paris.21 But it was clear that the young Londoners Auerbach and Kossoff were
doing something different, namely with their approach to form and with the material assaults
they unleashed upon their explicitly named, real-world subject matters. What few critics fully
grasped, however, was the extent to which the turbid appearance of the artists’ half-buried
building site paintings related to their direct experiences of the earthen caverns and rising
edifices of the landscape immediately at hand.
My aim in this chapter, therefore, is to plunge directly into the thickness of Auerbach’s
and Kossoff’s building site images—into their cultural, historical, and material density—in order
to plumb the relationship between the rebirth of the London landscape and the artists’
regenerations of landscape painting. However abstracted their building site images, there is a
correspondence between painterly and actual topography, between the artists’ processes of
draftsmanship and painting and the process of building, and between the perceptual crisis
engendered by their images and the disorienting actuality of a city in a state of incipient
formation. As the artists’ dealer Helen Lessore noted, “For if there is demolition and destruction,
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there is also survival, rebuilding, and renewal.”22 The reconstruction of London required the
clearing of old structures. Making a new statement about the landscape in paint, likewise,
entailed dismantling the clichés of landscape representation. Foremost among the categories
Auerbach and Kossoff implicitly faced, when confronted with the postwar urban landscape, was
the sublime.
“Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say,
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner
analogous to terror,” Edmund Burke wrote in his 1757 treatise A Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, “is a source of the sublime; that is, it is
productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”23 In the nineteenth
century, Caspar David Friedrich famously invoked the sublime in paintings that engulf the
viewer with visions of nature’s vastness and violence. Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s American
Abstract Expressionist contemporaries, meanwhile, revived the tradition in images effecting
what art historian Robert Rosenblum called the “Abstract Sublime” through their mural-sized
scale and enveloping non-referential forms.24 Linking the diverse visual legacies of the category
across different geographies, styles, and historical periods, is a concern with seemingly
uncontainable forces and a sense of the awestruck before them.
But in contrast to the Abstract Expressionists, Auerbach and Kossoff represented the
sublime environment they confronted in the center of their own city. Dark, overwhelming in
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scale, simultaneously monumental and precarious in its architecturally shifting state, central
London under reconstruction in the 1950s, as Barnaby Wright has suggested, was a
“contemporary equivalent of a sublime landscape.”25 The urban, built context of London’s
sublime landscape links Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s building site paintings also to the subcategory of the “Technological Sublime”—a term first proposed by historian Perry Miller, who
argued that the overwhelming power of human-built industry replaced nature as the source of
sublime experience following the advent of the machine age in the nineteenth century.26 At the
National Gallery, Auerbach and Kossoff would have been familiar with one of the paradigms of
the category, J.M.W. Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway (1844; fig.
4.2)—the epitome of Turner’s urban recreation of the sublime, according to art historian Andrew
Wilton.27 Just over a century later, in the same city as Turner’s barreling locomotive, Auerbach
and Kossoff inhabited a landscape that had survived near-apocalypse in the Blitz, and whose
reconstruction was attended at every stage by the new and invisible Cold War terror of nuclear
destruction. “I don’t think I can exaggerate the degree to which consciously or unconsciously the
atom bomb hovered over our all our heads,” Auerbach has admitted.28 The simultaneity of
attraction and fear that characterizes the Burkean sublime was postwar London’s day-to-day
reality.
25
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As significantly as the city appealed to Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s visual sensibilities, its
volatile state was also physically and bodily felt by the artists who daily navigated its streets. The
building site paintings Auerbach and Kossoff produced in response to the dramatic landscape of
earthen mountains and voids, I propose in this chapter, present a new category which I call the
“Haptic Sublime,” in which the fluid, form-generating medium of oil paint, thickly deposited and
shaped into form, materializes the substance, kinetic energy, and awesome sensations of the
shape-shifting city.
“[T]here’s just a tiny echo of the Creation of the first book of Genesis in all these
building sites,” Auerbach himself acknowledged in 2009 when looking back over the paintings
he produced during this era.29 Creation is not only the subject of his and Kossoff’s building site
paintings; in the visual and material making of their images, Auerbach and Kossoff manifest the
phenomenon of creation itself—along with its attendant force of destruction. Through close
analyses of their paintings, I elucidate the ways in which Auerbach and Kossoff uniquely
negotiate this duality in the artistic processes they developed, and how their works relate to a
wider postwar discourse of “creative destruction.”
Because Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s building site images have not been discussed in close
connection before, I devote particular comparative focus to the sites painted by both, including
the redevelopment area around St. Paul’s Cathedral, an office block in Victoria Street, and the
massive area on the South Bank cleared at the end of the 1950s for the construction of the Shell
Building, London’s first skyscraper.30 However, as curator Paul Moorhouse has noted, there is
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“no complete congruence” between the sites the two artists painted.31 Between them they painted
residential developments, social housing schemes, office buildings and department stores—a
comprehensive range of the city’s major postwar construction types. The architectural and
historical specifications of each building site, however, concern me less than the nature of the
artists’ responses. As curator Barnaby Wright contends, “Any impression that Auerbach
intentionally selected sites for their symbolic or historical significance is fundamentally to
misunderstand his motivations.”32 What motivated Auerbach and Kossoff during this era was the
sublime phenomenon of the city’s gaping grounds and sky-reaching mazes of scaffolding during
its colossal state of change.
Auerbach’s imagination still glows in recollection of the city he first came to know:
Well, it’s not a unique memory—but it was pitted with bomb sites and of course
the bomb sites gradually turned into building sites…And there was...a sense of
survivors scurrying among a ruined city... London after the War was a marvellous
landscape with precipice and mountain and crags, full of drama formally...I mean,
if I’d lived in the mountain landscape, which I'm very pleased to say I didn't
because that had been mined in the previous century, I might have been drawn to
try and paint that. But living in London it seemed mad to waste the opportunity
not to take notice of the fact that there were these marvellous images, compost for
images all around one...Being in Paris, you'd be haunted a little bit if you started
trying to paint Notre Dame or a view of the Seine by the fact that other people had
painted it before, but the London I knew and saw hadn't really been painted...it
was a new phenomenon.33
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Foundations
As new foundations were laid across the city, Auerbach and Kossoff were simultaneously
establishing the foundations of their artistic careers. The impact of David Bomberg on the two
young artists cannot be overstated. Expelled from the ranks of the Slade School of Art in 1913
for his radical notions about painting, Bomberg emerged as one of the first truly avant-garde
voices in England with the critical success of his 1914 debut exhibition of experimental Cubistand Vorticist-influenced canvases.34 His traumatic experience serving as a soldier in World War
I, however, snuffed his interest in machine-age aesthetics. His topographical landscapes of
Palestine produced with the financial support of the Zionist Organization in the 1920s exhibit an
apparent stylistic about-face from his pre-war work, though he continued to embrace aspects of
abstraction in his portraits and landscapes of Ronda (Spain) and Cornwall in the 1930s, 40s and
‘50s. By the time he took the offer of a teaching position at the Borough Polytechnic in 1945, the
British art establishment had largely forgotten him.35 His legacy as a teacher for the postwar
generation, however, was inimitable.
He may have been a working-class boy from Whitechapel, but Bomberg could trace a
remarkable ancestry through the ateliers of European draftsmanship—a literal “lineage” that did
not go underestimated by his students. As Auerbach has set out, “I was a pupil of Bomberg, he
trained with Sickert who worked with Whistler. Whistler gleaned a lot from Degas. (Sickert, too,
worked with Degas…) Degas learned from Ingres, who studied with David. The line goes back
to Raphael….” Auerbach identifies the cultivation of a sense of form in drawing as the dominant
trait in this chain, but insists that the kinship goes deeper than skill: “There are hundreds of
34
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painters in England who can trace precisely the same genealogy. It is not simply technical; spirit
and attitude come into it.”36 Auerbach later described Bomberg as “probably the most original,
stubborn, radical intelligence that was to be found in art schools.”37 Kossoff has acknowledged
that, “Although I had painted most of my life, it was through my contact with Bomberg that I felt
I might actually function as a painter. Coming to Bomberg’s class was like coming home.”38
Imparting the primacy of touch in visual perception was Bomberg’s principal missive to
his students. His conviction was stimulated in part by his readings of the eighteenth-century Irish
philosopher Bishop George Berkeley, whose proto-phenomenological “An Essay Towards a
New Theory of Vision” (1709) seized the interest of many twentieth-century artists. All
knowledge, Berkeley insisted, is apprehended through sensory experience.39 In the studio,
Bomberg simply urged his students to capture what he poetically dubbed the “spirit in the mass.”
He did not mean “spirit” in any transcendent sense, however: to capture the spirit in a mass, as
Bomberg understood it, was to convey a sense of how a form’s weight—the spirit of its physical
presence—makes itself felt to the eye. The artist does not merely describe mass by line and
shading, Bomberg declared; he produces it with the confidence of his gestures. A handful of
Bomberg’s students adopted their teacher’s maxims as doctrine, and came together to exhibit
under the banner The Borough Group beginning in 1947.40 Auerbach and Kossoff, however, left
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mottos in the classroom, having absorbed enough of Bomberg’s indomitable spirit to fly their
own way from the nest.
Bomberg himself had painted a handful of London images, but for the majority of his
career he was, as Auerbach has remarked, something of a “tourist painter,” whose artistic
communions with place transpired in visits to distant landscapes: Palestine and Jerusalem in the
1920s, Cornwall in the far southwest of England in the 1940s, and Ronda, Spain in the 1930s and
1950s (fig. 2.16).41 Even as Bomberg’s example may have validated Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
early excursions into landscape painting, perhaps their teacher’s topographical productions also
suggested ways that they themselves could take their artistic materials further and wilder in
response to the raw material of the urban environment immediately at hand.
Bomberg’s concern with the primacy of individual perception in art also dovetailed
remarkably with the tenets of Existentialism and Phenomenology that swept through the cultural
and intellectual circles of postwar Paris and gradually arrived on British shores.42 Existentialism,
as outlined by French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, declares that the individual defines his or her
essence through direct action, while Phenomenology, as taken up by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in
the 1940s, holds that the only knowable world is the phenomenal world that an individual can
see and touch.43 For artists of the postwar generation standing in the long shadow not only of two
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World Wars, but the colossal achievements of their modernist predecessors, Sartre’s and
Merleau-Ponty’s concepts struck a sharp, but hopeful chord in their affirmation of individual
experience. As David Allan Mellor has argued, for British artists of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
generation seeking to break from the stylistic conservatism of the London establishment and
solipsistic “isms” of pre-war modernism, Sartre’s Existentialist writings provided a passport to
expressive freedom.44
Auerbach and Kossoff may not have read Sartre or Merleau-Ponty firsthand. But the
philosophers’ ideas certainly circulated among postwar London’s artistic milieu alongside
reproductions of contemporary French art in journals such as Horizon.45 In 1951, the year before
Auerbach entered the Royal College, the young English art critic David Sylvester delivered an
influential lecture there, a manifesto of sorts, entitled “Towards a New Realism,” which
summarized his heavily French-influenced critical points of view at that time and solidified his
role as a cultural authority in London.46 Having met Sartre and absorbed the ideas of MerleauPonty during his sojourns in Paris in the 1940s, Sylvester channeled aspects of their philosophies
into his own dynamic critical voice in his published texts.47 In the lecture, Sylvester urged the
young British artists in his audience to seek a modern, figurative art that challenged the
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hegemony of abstraction while appropriating its formal liberations and gestural boldness. A new
realist art, he wrote, “conceives of reality as the series of sensations and ideas that occur in the
consciousness of each individual.” The artist “must show that experiences are fleeting, that every
experience dissolves into the next” and must produce images “in which the observer participates,
images whose space only makes sense in relation to the position in it occupied by an observer.”48
His terms echo Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological analysis of painting in the essay “Cézanne’s
Doubt” (1945), wherein the philosopher describes the ways that broken outlines and multiple
perspectives in Cézanne’s still-lifes and landscapes “contribute, as they do in natural vision, to
the impression of an emerging order, an object in the act of appearing, organizing itself before
our eyes.”49 Sylvester’s lecture may have only registered to Auerbach and Kossoff secondarily—
through the testimony of peers, later encounters with Sylvester at the Royal College, or in the
related content of contemporary published writings by Sylvester and others—but the
constellation of ideas in it acutely echoes the aesthetic intuitions and raw corporeal drive of their
early paintings.50
Sylvester showed slides of Alberto Giacometti’s and Francis Bacon’s artwork as his
visual paradigms (figs. 2.6, 2.7).51 Bacon was a frequent presence at the Royal College, keeping
a studio there from 1951 to 1953. Following Auerbach’s first solo exhibition at the Beaux Arts
Gallery in 1956, Bacon, keenly impressed, struck up a friendship with the younger painter that
lasted about fifteen years. At least for that period, William Feaver has written, Bacon “was for
Auerbach and others the defining painter in Britain, the most productively destructive, the most
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enlivening, and the most audacious.”52 In his famous interviews with Sylvester, Bacon spoke in
disturbing terms about the necessity of pictorially inflicting “injury” on the subject—and, by
extension, the viewer—in order to record something factual and real. For Bacon, the power and
poignancy of painting over illustration was its capacity to “unlock the valves of feeling and
therefore return the onlooker to life more violently.”53 Around the same time, at Erica Brausen’s
Hanover Gallery and elsewhere, Auerbach and Kossoff would have encountered the art of
Giacometti, who could rework a sculpture for years, building up the clay only to strip it right
down again to the armature, yielding figurative presences that seemed to oscillate, as Jean-Paul
Sartre wrote of them, “between nothingness and being.”54
Among older artists, Kossoff and Auerbach discovered a profound ally in Chaïm Soutine
(1893-1943), whose works were shown in London in the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s.55 It was not the
swell and surge of paint for its own sake that bowled them over in Soutine’s landscapes from
Céret in the 1920s (fig. 2.8), but the artist’s exuberant wedding of substance and subject matter,
technique and feeling. To Robert Hughes, Auerbach later described Soutine not as an
“Expressionist” but as “a great draughtsman who follows the form around the back and out the
other side… One always feels a correspondence with the motif, at every point.”56 Among
contemporary American painters, Auerbach recognized Willem de Kooning’s similar penchant
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for strong draftsmanship underlying abstract brushwork, and appreciated the tension in his
images between form and ground (fig. 2.9). 57
Auerbach himself always has resisted the suggestion that his work belongs to an
Expressionist tradition, registering his dislike of Expressionism on principle, as a mode intended
to provoke a viewer’s reaction, rather than the viewer’s reaction arising as a result of the artist’s
investment in a painting’s forms.58 The specific Germanic and Jewish connotations
Expressionism had acquired by the early decades of the twentieth century surely signaled
undesirably reductive implications to Auerbach as well (English critic Herbert Read summarized
this outlook in 1954 when he wrote, conflating Jewish artists from Chagall to Soutine and Jacob
Epstein, that Expressionism is “the characteristic style of the Jews”).59 For the most part,
Auerbach and Kossoff did not concern themselves with labels. “[T]he sense of corporeal reality,”
Auerbach later insisted, “that’s what matters.”60
Linking Cézanne, Soutine, Bacon, Giacometti, de Kooning, and the other modern artists
Auerbach and Kossoff most admired during this period was a desire to produce something
factual and real—and a willingness to walk the cliff-edge between representation and abstraction
57

Auerbach first saw de Kooning’s work in black-and-white reproductions before he attended the 1956
exhibition of American Art at the Tate Gallery. Auerbach, in Raw Truth: Auerbach-Rembrandt, exh. cat.
(London: Ordovas, in association with the Rijksmuseum, 2013), 25.
58
Lampert 2015, 141. Scholar Peter Lasko has argued that the artistic trends brought to England by
Central European refugees between the wars—namely, Expressionism and Neue Sachlichkeit, Dada and
Surrealism, and Bauhaus—had lasting contributions for British art. In 1991, Lasko wrote: “there are a few
painters who today enjoy considerable esteem in this country, and who, I would venture to suggest, owe
this to the broadening of British taste brought about by the presence of ‘Central European’ artists.” He
includes Auerbach and Kossoff among these painters. Peter Lasko, “The Impact of German-speaking
Refugees in Britain on the Fine Arts,” in Julius Carlebach, Second Chance: Two Centuries of GermanSpeaking Jews in the United Kingdom (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1991), 261.
59
Herbert Read, Contemporary British Art (London: Penguin Books, 1954), 20. Read, in fact, was
instrumental in introducing German art to London; in response to Hitler’s Degenerate Art exhibition in
Munich in 1937, Read organized a major exhibition of modern German art at the New Burlington
Galleries in 1938. For a discussion of the reception of German art in London, see Janet Wolff,
“‘Degenerate Art’ in Britain: Refugees, Internees and Visual Culture,” in The Aesthetics of Uncertainty
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 99-118.
60
Auerbach, quoted in Hughes, 86.

64

to achieve it. The paintings of these artists variously convey their sense of “reality” not through
mimetic description or untethered emotional expression, but through manipulations of form and
material that register through and beyond the optical workings of the eye to stimulate the
viewer’s total sensory perception. In his study of Francis Bacon, philosopher Gilles Deleuze
termed this affective capacity the “logic of sensation.”61
The artists’ greatest historical model of courage and conviction in the animating
capacities of paint was Rembrandt (fig. 2.17). “Rembrandt and others seem alive because they
are reaching out for something,” Auerbach asserted in 1959.62 The fluency of Rembrandt’s paint
handling, his mysterious and form-generating chiaroscuro, and his ability to suggest a
continuation between a daub of paint and a worldly thing stunned the young artists.63 It was
Kossoff’s encounter at the age of nine with Rembrandt’s small canvas Woman Bathing in a
Stream (1654; fig. 2.17) at the National Gallery that inspired him to learn to draw.64 The
inspiration for both artists has never diminished. “If you stand in front of a daring Rembrandt,
you do not feel he has elaborated on some other painter’s knitting pattern,” Auerbach averred. “It
is a confrontation with the unknown.”65
A confrontation with the unknown. The body as the center of knowable experience.
Touch and the compulsion to turn raw matter to form. The need to tear down and begin again
until the work feels true. These concepts—borne across the Channel from Paris, proselytized in
London by Sylvester, demonstrated in the teachings of Bomberg, manifest in the modern and
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historical art Auerbach and Kossoff saw in the capital’s galleries and museums—could not have
resonated more directly with the artists, themselves survivors, young and unformed, together and
individually starting from scratch. As a concentration of human activity and substance, a place
where the balance between the potential and the actual was constantly shifting, London’s
building site landscape itself was a monumental “new reality” coming into being, wall by
scaffolding wall, a rising skeletal structure, waiting to be filled in.
In London, a city that has been endlessly built and rebuilt through its history, destruction
has long been a catalyst of artistic creation. Paintings of London in ruin abound, from images of
the Great Fire of 1666 and Turner’s watercolors of the Burning of the Houses of Parliament in
1834 to the “new ruins” memorialized during World War II by the Neo-Romantics.66 But images
of construction in the capital’s visual annals are rare. Exceptions exist in the work of Muirhead
Bone—little known now, but the most famous printmaker of early twentieth-century British art
in his day—who made some of his most ambitious images of London’s urban construction and
demolition sites, such as the rebuilding of Charing Cross Station in 1906 (fig. 2.10).67 Although
they were not strictly images of construction, French artist Gustave Doré’s shadowy etchings of
Victorian London’s docks, tenements, and railway arches for the book London: A Pilgrimage
(1870) appealed to Auerbach for their unflinching chiaroscuro observations of the city’s built
structures (fig. 2.11).68 Across the Atlantic, the American George Bellows had painted the
nocturnal excavation of New York’s future Pennsylvania Station in the early years of the
66
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twentieth century; it is unlikely Auerbach and Kossoff knew these paintings, but the chiaroscuro
drama of Bellows’ Excavation at Night (1908; fig. 2.12) parallels the British painters’ fascination
with the spectacle of large-scale urban construction. Other, more fantastical architectural scenes
shone in the backgrounds of the Romantic sublime mythologies by Turner that Auerbach and
Kossoff loved in the National Gallery (fig. 2.13). Bomberg also drew their attention to Giovanni
Piranesi’s Carceri series (1745, fig. 2.14), which explored the drama of human-wrought
construction in more sinister tones and tightly wrought draftsmanship.69 Piranesi’s capricci and
Turner’s “ideal architectures on the top of hills,” as Auerbach has described them, were
inventions, but seemed to mirror the actual London landscape that felt just as sublime and
fantastical to the young artists, as bombsites were refashioned into soaring towers.70 Auerbach
made a quickly sketched Study after Turner’s The Parting of Hero and Leander (c. 1952; fig.
2.15) on the back of one of his building site drawings, suggesting the conscious link in his mind
between the two epic terrains.
Too compelled to stand back and observe the landscape from a distance, the friends
Auerbach and Kossoff homed in for the closest possible encounter. Some days, together or
separately, they would ride around on a double-decker Routemaster bus to scope sites from an
elevated perspective; from the top level, they could get a good passing glimpse of the holes and
foundations.71 More often, each ventured out alone with his drawing materials, edging past the
site barriers to gaze directly into the pits and up to the mountains of displaced earth. Each
typically made a handful of drawings of each site, ranging from quick sketches made in situ to
more highly worked-up studies back in the studio.72
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The construction site during its initial stages of existence was a landscape of intense
perceptual instability. “Indeed, Auerbach’s favoured stage of a site” Barnaby Wright has noted,
“was when the building had only just begun to emerge from the ground and the contrast between
the chaos and formlessness of the excavated earth and the early suggestions of architectural order
was at its greatest point of tension.”73 Auerbach’s description of his visits to the largest
excavation sites summons a sublime sensation in the reader’s imagination: “I would go and draw
them by inching along the planks, out over the excavation, just clinging on and dodging the
wheelbarrows.”74 The ultimate aim, for him and Kossoff, was to express the phenomenological
reality of the landscape-in-construction as they experienced it from the inside out. It might seem
that the artists discarded all the pictorial information they gathered on-site when they came to
pick up their paintbrushes. But nothing they observed was lost or cast aside so much as radically
reconstructed on their own artistic terms.

Breakthroughs: Building a New Fact
Auerbach painted the work he considers his first “true” painting, Summer Building Site,
in September 1952, when he was twenty-one years old (fig. 2.18).75 At some point over the
preceding months, a new excavation on the Earl’s Court Road in West London captured his
attention. His lover at the time, Estella Olive West (known in Auerbach’s portrait oeuvre as
E.O.W.), lived on the road and Auerbach believes he may have passed the site and stopped to
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draw it one day on the way to visit her.76 Throughout the summer between graduation from St.
Martin’s and matriculation at the Royal College, he made many attempts to depict the site in
more or less naturalistic terms, but the intensity of the construction’s upheaval eluded his visual
grasp.77 His first day at the Royal College, a new institution for him with new authority figures
and new rules, threw him into a high state of agitation. Returning home late to the studio that
night, he repainted the whole image of the Earl’s Court building site in a single session. “There
suddenly,” Auerbach says, “was the image underneath it…it began to operate by its own laws.”78
Having not adopted the process of scraping the medium away between sessions at this stage, he
simply re-worked the painting on top of the previous material, in layer after accretive layer, until
it formed a crust sometimes more than an inch thick.79 In this breakthrough moment, Auerbach’s
image actually seemed to him to emerge from the morass with a vital force of its own.
Summer Building Site stretches its formal tension as tightly as a rubber band. Whatever
descriptive detail Auerbach observed at the site is distilled in the final painting to a series of
formal essences. The composition is dominated by broad, interpenetrating planes of orange,
yellow, black and brown, but multiple clues emerge to disclose the scene’s representational
content: two trestle ladders in the center rendered in bright yellow impasto; between them, the
small red figure of a workman bending over; a number of exposed orange beams in the center
and the right; a green truck, barely visible, intersecting the upper left edge of the picture plane;
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and a teetering plank or beam that spans diagonally across a deep, dug-out cavern. At every turn
we see the evidence of the artist’s hand in the ridges and protrusions that rise where the brush has
dragged and pushed the medium over the surface to shape these forms. On one level, Summer
Building Site is a landscape of painting’s own “building blocks,” in which line, plane, color,
chiaroscuro, and perspective each perform some version of their basic function. On another level,
it is a painterly construction of place: an actual landscape reconfigured into a dramatic arena of
forms gleaming out of a pitch-dark ground. The crucial breakthrough, however, was Auerbach’s
realization that he continually had to destroy his previous efforts in order to complete the picture,
to open a space for an unforeseen configuration of form to erupt.
Auerbach has cited Building Site, Earl’s Court Road Winter: 1953 (1953; fig. 2.19) as an
even more significant milestone in the formal ambitions he set himself.80 While painting the
picture in his small room in Anselm Road, the artist took the unusual step of setting up a small
tabletop still life of a saw, a pair of pincers, and a hammer. These construction-related objects, he
suggests, became formal “talismans” for him, their concrete presence acting as an imaginative
anchor of sorts alongside the drawings he had made at the building site. Again he reworked the
painting, in layer after successive layer, changing its appearance repeatedly until one day, he has
said, “I realized that there was an object in front of me that, to me, if to nobody else, had
certainly qualities, perhaps exaggeratedly secret, hidden qualities, and then I couldn’t touch it
because it was no longer my painting but a painting that stood up for itself.”81 It set a new
standard for the language he hoped to achieve in his art: one that presented not a predictable
description of the world, but “a unity made up of an almost indigestible sort of variety—which is
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after all is what the world is.”82 The forms that emerge out of the dark, wrinkled, black-brown
and ochre skin are utterly unfathomable—and yet so specific in themselves as to resemble
nothing else in creation.
Kossoff had a similar breakthrough in 1952, while working on a portrait drawing of his
friend and frequent early model, N.M. Seedo (fig. 2.20). At some point during the drawing’s
progress he experienced a moment when, in his words, “time seem[ed] to collapse,” and his
accumulated sensations of the subject emerged in an unforeseen form.83 From this moment,
Kossoff realized that he had to erase or scrape the image to draw or paint it anew every time he
returned to it, and he adopted that process in his portraits and landscapes alike from that point
forward. “I go on until the picture becomes a mutation, a miracle, something unexpected, even
by me. Then it is finished,” he reflected in 1959.84
The epiphanies described by both artists hinged on spontaneous expression as a means of
finding the unexpected. In a 1959 audio interview later transcribed in the Journal X, Auerbach
affirmed the mutual relationship of improvisation and discovery: “[B]efore one can say anything
one’s got to learn the language…It's a question of freeing the possibilities of improvisation
which contain the mysteries.”85 Each unsatisfactory attempt was rejected. “The only possible
progress is to destroy,” Auerbach asserted. “[T]hen one’s left with nothing one began with but a
new fact.” Auerbach’s phrasings strongly recall Francis Bacon’s 1953 declaration that “real
painting is a mysterious and continuous struggle with chance—mysterious because the very
substance of the paint…can make such a direct assault upon the nervous system; continuous
because the medium is so fluid and subtle that every change that is made loses what is always
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there in the hope of making a fresh gain.”86 For Bacon, Auerbach, and Kossoff alike, this
rigorous operation of image-production was a far cry from Surrealist automatism. To Auerbach’s
mind, the work is “senseless and irrelevant unless it’s tied, anchored, to truth.”87 The stronger the
contact with the subject, the more radical the possibilities of invention. For Auerbach and
Kossoff (whose exploitations of paint’s visceral substance literally outweighed Bacon’s thin
scumbles and drips) the process of creation through successive destructions preserved the
possibility of a culminating, spontaneous discovery—a discovery akin to the continuous surprise
they must have felt as witnesses to the city’s own daily metamorphosis.
“My way of working comprehends destruction as an essential,” Auerbach affirmed in an
interview with Paul Bonaventura. “The poet Yeats held that ‘nothing can be sole or whole that
has not been rent’.”88 But whereas Yeats was wont to justify his understanding of this paradox on
spiritual grounds, Auerbach and Kossoff grasped it in the physical landscape around them and
harnessed it in their painterly process. As Barnaby Wright has written, the “enactment of a
creative destruction in the studio paralleled that being carried out across London’s building-sites
as bombed ruins were bulldozed and buried and new structures built upon them.”89
The aesthetic paradox of creative destruction was not original to twentieth-century
cultural discourse. From eighteenth-century British painter John Martin’s apocalyptic images of
fallen civilizations to World War II-era British Neo-Romantic translations of bombsites, artists
had creatively seized the allure of destruction. But the cultural currency of this duality assumed a
new urgency in the postwar and Cold War periods, art historian Mona Hadler argues, as artists
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“grappled with the sublime implications of nuclear annihilation.”90 After the unprecedented
destruction of World War II, Hadler writes, “Destruction as a creative principle…marks the work
of postwar artists from the United States to Europe to Japan,” from Yves Klein’s “Fire” paintings
and the constructed anarchy of John Cage’s compositions to the self-destructing machine
performances of Jean Tinguely and Gustav Metzger.91
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s art can be situated in historical relation to this postwar
discourse, although their work approaches and deploys the principle of creative destruction to
very different ends. Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s conception of the paradox was grounded, at least
to some degree, in the explicit coincidence of destruction and creation occurring in London on a
massive environmental scale. Unlike Metzger or Tinguely, Auerbach and Kossoff were
concerned with the phenomenon of creative destruction as a mechanism of discovery rather than
its implementation as a tool of socio-political critique.92 Most importantly, Auerbach and
Kossoff did not employ destruction for its own negative or negating sake, but toward the
spontaneous generation of a new object that encapsulated their sensory experiences of the outer
landscape-in-reinvention.
The principle of creative destruction, I want to suggest, might be extended even further,
to Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s confrontations with the landscape genre more broadly. Through
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their unorthodox and process-driven approaches to the subject, Auerbach and Kossoff “destroyed”
many of the clichés of landscape representation in their creation of a new kind of image. Before
Merleau-Ponty wrote of “Cézanne’s Doubt,” D.H. Lawrence—whom Auerbach considers the
best writer on Cézanne—described that artist’s painting process as an all-out battle for truth.93
When cliché raised its head, Lawrence writes, Cézanne “flew at it and knocked the shape and
stuffing out of it.” “After a fight tooth-and-nail for forty years,” Lawrence asserts, Cézanne came,
via his “intuitive awareness,” to know the apple “fully,” in all its “real appleyness.”94 Similarly,
the struggle fully to “know” an urban landscape shifting between states of chaos and construction
forced Auerbach and Kossoff to go head-to-head with the conventions of landscape
representation. “Chaos and catastrophe imply the collapse of all the figurative givens,” Gilles
Deleuze has written, “and thus they already entail a fight, the fight against the cliché…”95 The
only way make an authentic statement about the present landscape and authentically to honor the
innovations of the landscape masters before them, it seemed to Auerbach and Kossoff, was to
dismantle the genre’s conventions and rebuild them again from the painted ground up.
Auerbach and Kossoff caught the urban landscape as it was being “drafted” on a
monumental scale. A construction site today is all streamlined, prefabricated, and mechanized,
but in the 1950s, as Auerbach remarked to Wright, “It was much more handwork and probably
closer to the way that people built the pyramids than to the way building sites are conducted
now.”96 Akin to the architects and builders, Auerbach and Kossoff drafted their ideas with pencil
and paper and brought them to fruition with the paint-loaded brush.
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The relationship between drawing and painting lies at the heart of Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s art. The rare early cases where we can match the artists’ building site paintings to
surviving on-site drawings give glimpses into how each carried out his contradictory process of
creative destruction. On the surface, the artists pursue the preparatory sequence practiced by
painters from the Renaissance forward, in which formal and compositional ideas worked out in
carefully drawn studies are faithfully translated into full-scale oil paintings. But to look at
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s works on paper and paint side-by-side is to see our practical and
technical expectations about the relationship between the two media crumble before our eyes.
Consider a substantial sheet, thirty inches across, relating to Auerbach’s dark and
puckered Bruton Street building site painting (c. 1952-53; fig. 2.21).97 The drawing is something
of an anomaly in Auerbach’s oeuvre; typically, the artist progressed directly from on-site
sketches to large-scale paintings, but at this early stage we find him experimenting with different
preparatory procedures.98 In this case, he used a small sketch made in situ as the basis of a larger,
more worked-up drawing on gridded paper. After completing the large drawing, Auerbach even
gridded its paper a second time with his own green pastel lines, presumably to aid in the
composition’s precise transfer to a painting board.
But what initially resembles a meticulous perspectival study is anything but. The
drawing’s composition, based on an exposed view into the Bruton Street building’s steel frame,
opens into a suite of rectangular spaces, but the angles of floors and ceilings are inconsistent and
askew. White watercolor highlights enliven the drawing’s surface, but appear unrelated to any
given light source. The areas of black wash introduce further tonal contrasts, but without
necessarily evoking specific spatial depths. The distribution of the various forms in the
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foreground—the triangular mound, the black-and-white striped pole, the leaning ladder form on
the left, and the portal shape with curved lines on the far right—brings a formal balance to the
composition, but the situation of these objects in the landscape’s spatial context remains
unresolved. The viewer’s eye is led into the image’s different spaces, but grapples to reconcile
their multiple viewpoints. It is an image of a building site built as if to thwart the viewer from
discerning any sustaining spatial logic.
And the related painting? It seems a stretch even to call it related. Auerbach made a first
attempt to capture the Bruton Street site in thin, prismatic oil tones, but the image felt “unalive,”
so he painted the whole thing over in earth colors.99 In the painting’s final state (fig. 2.1), the
only remnant of the rigid steel grid seen in the drawing is a vestigial post-and-lintel form in dark
brown, barely visible against the deep bituminous ground. The ladders are reduced to a solid,
leaning ochre vertical at left. And the conical mound becomes the flat, ochre triangle that seems
to sit upon the painting board’s bottom edge as on a shelf. Through his additive, overlaying
painting process, Auerbach paradoxically eliminates detail to reveal the building site’s most
essential forms and masses—the subject’s “secret internal geometry,” as the artist called it.100
The Bruton Street building site, a model of modernist engineering, reverts, in the painter’s image,
to a manually forged pyramid of golden sand. The image returns us to bedrock of architecture
itself, in other words, to the most basic forms by which a picture can be built, and shows them
forming slowly out of—and simultaneously back into—the mud. Auerbach once borrowed an
analogy from poet Robert Frost to describe this phenomenon: “A great painting is like ice on a
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stove. It is a shape riding on its own, melting into matter and space, it never stops moving
forwards and backwards.”101
Kossoff’s Railway Bridge, Mornington Crescent, while not a building site subject, is one
of his few landscapes of the early 1950s for which a related drawing exists. In it, Kossoff, like
Auerbach in the Bruton Street landscape, nearly eradicates the motif in the transition from drawn
to painted composition.102 In the closely cropped drawing (1952, fig. 2.22), vigorous, searching
lines establish the horizontal span of the bridge and its vertical piers and railings. Further lines
range underneath, through, and beyond the bridge, coaxing out spaces and darkening contours.
To follow the movement of these lines on paper is to sense the urgent pressure of Kossoff’s hand
groping both toward the subject and into the physicality of his own marks. It is similar to the
phenomenon art historian David Rosand describes in his analysis of Piranesi’s Carceri drawings,
in which “the creative energies of a searching hand in motion determine form, or, in the
traditional vocabulary, the hand discovers form in its own tracing.”103 In Kossoff’s restless sheet,
one has the sense that if the artist had put down his charcoal, the form of the bridge would have
eluded him entirely.
Kossoff worked on the related Railway Bridge painting for two years. By the time he
completed it, he had all but buried the drawing’s effortful construction in a flow of paint (fig.
2.23). The streaming volume of oil dramatically effaces the identity of the subject—without
completely eliminating it. We can still make out the bridge, its diagonal thrust rearing up within
the abundance of black and deep sienna pigment. An ochre and white highlight, like burnished
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gold, gleams from the bridge’s side, echoing the thin strip of sky above. It is clear that Kossoff
never stopped looking at and thinking about his charcoal drawing, and mimicked his own
animated draftsmanship from the sheet in his directional brushwork. Dragging and pushing the
brush across the loaded surface, he drew the bridge and surrounding space into and out of the
medium of paint. This is not a landscape of structures situated firmly in a setting, but a landscape
of paint caught in the very process of being shaped into form.
Every surface by Auerbach and Kossoff is a palpable index of the artists’ vigorous
manipulations: the heavy pushes and drags of charcoal or oil across the board, the gougings and
the scrapes, the scorings and the shorings of walls and edges. Their gestural applications are a far
cry, however, from the American critic Harold Rosenberg’s paradigm of “action painting,” in
which the canvases of Pollock and Kline were portrayed as the tabula rasa for the artists’
existential outpourings in paint.104 The boldness, scale, and conviction of Abstract Expressionist
painting could not fail to impress Auerbach when he encountered it in reproductions in the early
1950s and then at the Tate Gallery in 1956. And yet, he has said, for a student of Bomberg,
versed in the virtues of an enveloping composition and a gesture “that arose out of one’s
sensation,” “a Kline or a Pollock, although admirable, was in no sense news.”105 Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s images erupt in a kind of material catharsis, but every lavish deposit of paint onto
board, every sweep and slice of the arm to move the medium across the surface, is a gesture
toward a self-contained, self-supporting artistic structure inspired by the real-world structures
they observed all around them. Like the foundations of the buildings they depict, their
compositions are tightly engineered feats—beneath the globs and furrows of paint, the designs
hold together through a highly calibrated scaffolding of draftsmanship. The artists used large
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boards at this period, but the scale of their work, in contrast to Abstract Expressionism, still falls
firmly within the realm of easel painting. The making and viewing of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
images transpires, in other words, on a human scale: their paintings are more or less as large as a
full arm sweep, and wide enough to encompass a viewer’s field of vision when he or she stands
up close.
Edmund Burke proposed that a sublime experience surpasses beauty to affect the
beholder on the level of pre-conscious feeling, and this is exactly what Auerbach and Kossoff
strove to achieve: something unexpected and viscerally surprising, akin to Bacon’s belief that
painting should register directly to the viewer’s nervous system. Auerbach's and Kossoff's
building site paintings also manifest Burke’s duality of fear and attraction through their dramatic
chiaroscuro and shifting formal contours that invite representational reading but refuse to resolve.
Above all, Auerbach and Kossoff effect the destabilizing condition central to Burke’s definition
of the sublime in the ways their building site images stand on a knife-edge between abstraction
and figuration while overwhelming the viewer with their material presence. The artists’
respective developments of a “Haptic Sublime” mode, as I am calling it, are inextricable from
their categorical reformulations of landscape representation. Auerbach again, for his part,
claimed that he “wanted something different.”106 Judging by the reactions of the early critics, that
is exactly what he achieved.

Landscape and Iconoclasm: St. Paul’s Building Sites
Between 1954 and 1956, Auerbach and Kossoff each painted the reconstruction efforts in
the immediate vicinity of Sir Christopher Wren’s St. Paul’s Cathedral in the City of London. In
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doing so, they brought their painterly assaults to bear on one of the capital’s most prominent
landmarks. Their individual paintings of a St. Paul’s-area building site, shown in their respective
debut exhibitions, exemplify the properties of the two artists’ work that so utterly bemused early
audiences. An examination of these works also opens the door to a deeper investigation of the
relationship between the viscous oil medium and the substance of earth, and between the
analogous phenomena of painted and architectural creation. Above all, I argue, the artists’
respective images of the St. Paul’s building site reveal the daring ways in which each “broke”
both the iconographic traditions of landscape painting in general, and the specifically hallowed
representational conventions of one of London’s most iconic spiritual monuments.
In deciding to portray St. Paul’s, Auerbach and Kossoff aligned themselves with a legacy
of depicting the cathedral—one that had reached an apotheosis during the Second World War.
No structure embodied the survival spirit of wartime London more. Fires had blazed right up to
the cathedral’s walls on December 29, 1940, the most physically destructive night of the Blitz,
often called the “Second Great Fire of London.” But as swathes of the Old City burned around it,
Wren’s masterpiece stood fast. Several subsequent bomb strikes hit in its vicinity, but still St.
Paul’s endured. Black-and-white Blitz-era photographs of the monument by Bill Brandt and
Wolfgang Suchitzky elevated the structure to even more iconic status. Perhaps the most famous
photograph from the Blitz altogether is Daily Mail chief photographer Herbert Mason’s image of
the cathedral’s magnificent dome rising up from the ash and smoke (fig. 2.24).
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s teacher David Bomberg had made several drawings and a
painting of St. Paul’s and its shattered surroundings during the war. Having been roundly ignored
by Kenneth Clark and the War Artists Advisory Committee, Bomberg volunteered as a
firewatcher in the City and occasionally made drawings from his bird’s-eye vantage point from
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the church tower of St. Mary-le-Bow in Cheapside.107 His images of the devastation around St.
Paul’s from this point of view depict, as Dan Hofstadter has written, “what can only be called a
London bombed into abstraction.”108 Bomberg’s adumbrated charcoals draw a link between their
soot-black medium and the city’s burnt, blasted skeleton (fig. 2.25), while in the single related
painting, Evening in the City of London (1944; fig. 2.26), the craggy contours of the city blaze in
reds, purples and golds as the solidly rooted silhouette of St. Paul’s stands like a beacon on the
horizon.
A decade later, the terrain Auerbach and Kossoff encountered around St. Paul’s was a
landscape on the brink of being built out of this bombed abstraction. After the Blitz, the London
County Council had purchased significant parcels of the bombed land around St. Paul’s, and by
the mid-1950s, large office blocks began to emerge, most notably the constructions of the New
Change House and Gateway House.109
Kossoff has said that he was not aware in the 1950s of Bomberg’s wartime images of St.
Paul’s, but even so, a drawing by the younger artist from 1954 (fig. 2.27) reflects Bomberg’s
influence in its heavy application, and even echoes the high horizon and spreading foreground of
his teacher’s compositions.110 But in contrast to Bomberg’s sweeping ruin-scape, Kossoff
devotes most of his drawing’s foreground to a plot cleared and dug for a new foundation on the
lower right. And where Bomberg places the cathedral top and center, Kossoff shifts St. Paul’s to
the corner. Kossoff preserves the shape of the cathedral as a formal anchor in his drawing, while
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implicitly declaring that his primary interest lies elsewhere, in the nascent configurations being
busily constructed around it.
Kossoff’s oil painting Building Site, St. Paul’s (1954; fig. 2.28) shifts to a vertical
orientation to capture the bustling construction of the New Change House.111 The heavy black
outlines on the painting’s right side likely relate to one of the site’s towering steel frames, as seen
in a contemporary photograph of the New Change House building in progress (fig. 2.29). But all
descriptive detail in the painting is caught up together in a vision of blazing light and scorched
colors. With a palette of only red, black, ochre, and white, Kossoff’s painting surpasses even the
heated material fervor of Bomberg’s wartime painting, when the church was actually surrounded
by smoke and ash. While he could have exploited the vertical format of the painting to
emphasize St. Paul’s towering presence, Kossoff pushes the cathedral’s structure to the top edge,
severing part of its dome and all of its spire. With a touch of white, Kossoff gives the partdecapitated dome a golden halo. Clearly this is not a painting about St. Paul’s itself—but still the
artist represents its unmistakable profile, summoning it out of his thick material layers to preside
over the amorphous construction below.
The New Change House building site attracted Auerbach’s attentions as well. In one of
Auerbach’s carefully observed preparatory drawings of the construction from 1955 (fig. 2.30), St.
Paul’s occupies unobstructed prominence of place on the horizon.112 But in Auerbach’s final
painting, Building Site near St Paul’s, winter, (c.1955; fig. 2.31), the artist seems to jettison the
cathedral altogether, abandoning the clear perspective of his drawing to fill the surface instead
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with an abstracted maze of girders, steel beams, and crane arms. Again, it was the geometry of
construction’s forms and machines that finally seized Auerbach’s pictorial imagination. As
Catherine Lampert has noted, in many of his building site images, Auerbach “counteracted the
abundance of mud and deep holes by deploying cranes and girders, as if they were pictorial
lightning rods and ‘lances’.”113 In the St. Paul’s painting, Auerbach reconstitutes the
construction’s hard-edged machinery as a matrix of black, red, and umber lines. So thickly did
the artist channel these lines into the wet pigment that grooves remain, with shining raised edges
left in the brush’s wake. These vectors, extending and overlapping in every direction, vertical,
horizontal, and diagonal, shuttle the eye restlessly across the picture plane. But through the
activated surface design, the painting still reveals an illusionistic view into a landscape: from the
lower center edge, a muddy brown path recedes into the background toward two blue dashes—a
pair of construction workers standing amid the site, dwarfed by their own massive fabrication? A
line of darkened building profiles rises at the top of the composition against the light sky. And
what do all of Auerbach’s beams and vectors almost, but not entirely cross out? The crossbearing form of St. Paul’s in the top left corner, whose colonnaded apse and dome we can just
glimpse in the distance, obscured, but present.
Kossoff completed two more paintings of St. Paul’s in 1956. The actual building sites of
Gateway House and New Change House would have been nearing completion by that time. But
Kossoff’s Building Site with St. Paul’s, no. 1 (1956; fig. 2.2), on first glance, resembles nothing
so much as a field of grey-brown muck. Where Auerbach focused in on the geometry of the site
in his 1955 image, Kossoff’s 1956 painting counteracts the site’s cranes and girders by sinking
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the eye into an abundance of mud and a deep, murky hole.114 The painting’s horizontal
composition and the dark, but barely visible appearance of the church crowning the horizon at
upper right suggests that Kossoff may have used his 1954 charcoal drawing as a model (cf. fig.
2.26). But in contrast to the sooty heaviness of his charcoal, the medium of paint in this image
appears utterly viscid. The surface looks to be still moving because Kossoff leaves us with all the
evidence of how he has moved his material, smearing it across the board in long, sweeping arcs
above and working it through with shorter, slithering tracks below. The scored paint in the
bottom register may describe some structure, but no visible trace of the future building to occupy
this site is perceptible in the unfathomable sump. Above all the unformed matter, St. Paul’s
hangs on barely, once again, a rounded, shadowy stump atop a vast mud rainbow.
In every painting by Auerbach and Kossoff bearing the name of St. Paul’s, the artists
largely repudiate the form of the cathedral to focus instead on the constructions around it. Their
dissolving forms, shape-cancelling paint slashes, and instable perspectives thrust the identity of
one of London’s most iconic symbols into question. The early critics of the artists’ exhibitions,
however, made no such historical associations, they were so struck by—and visually stuck in—
the painterly offense of the artwork on display. Thick with medium, radically abstracted, and
some verging close to monochrome, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s building sites disturbed the critics
most of all for the apparent perceptual chasm they opened between their explicitly named subject
matter and the almost violent degree to which they buried those subjects beyond recognition.
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“These are the thickest pictures that anyone is ever likely to see,” wrote John Russell of
the Sunday Times in his review of Auerbach’s debut exhibition at the Beaux Arts Gallery in
January 1956. “[I]n the landscapes the battle of representation is fought out a good inch below
the topmost peaks of the paint.”115 David Sylvester, Auerbach’s earliest and most vocal critical
champion, characterized the painter’s approach as “so extreme as to be almost too absurd.”116
But Sylvester also recognized a boldness of imagination within and through the painter’s
outrageous substance:
“[H]e has given us, at the age of twenty-four, what seems to me the most exciting
and impressive one-man show by an English painter since Francis Bacon's in
1949… In realisation the portraits tend to be sentimental, the landscapes to be
unintelligible. But these paintings reveal the qualities that make for greatness in a
painter—fearlessness; a profound originality; a total absorption in what obsesses
him; and, above all, a certain authority and gravity in his forms and colours.”117

John Berger, too, praised Auerbach’s audacity. But the inscrutability of the pictures
disturbed him. Betraying his own allegiance to social realism, Berger could not resist offering
Auerbach a bit of advice: “If he stops trying to do the equivalent of knitting with a rope, accepts
his medium for what it is, and realises that every artist has a duty to communicate with the
minimum of ambiguity consistent with his purpose, he may go far.”118
Others were less impressed. “The technique is so fantastically obtrusive that it is some
time before one penetrates to the intentions that should justify this grotesque method,”
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complained Stephen Bone of the Manchester Guardian.119 “He builds up his pigment several
inches deep until it forms a relief, whose surfaces sag, drip, dribble, acquire that wrinkled
leathery skin which forms on an opened can of household paint, reflect the light from myriad
facets which soon will secrete the dust,” wrote David Thompson of The Times. “A failure of
pictorial invention cannot be redeemed by any method of handling, however eccentric.”120
If the critics were divided in their opinion of Auerbach’s work, the few who reported on
Kossoff’s debut at the Beaux Arts Gallery in February 1957 were by and large repelled. The
anonymous Times critic, titling his review “The Cult of Drabness,” disdained the “distasteful
lifelessness” of Kossoff’s surfaces and characterized his method as “dumb agonizing”: “There
seems to be neither sensuous pleasure nor moral protest in it. There is merely the presence of
something strong but inarticulate, which seeks clarification….”121 The reviewer in The Jewish
Chronicle deemed Kossoff’s show an unfortunate continuation of Auerbach’s exhibition of the
year before: “Here are the same building sites in the city, painted in the same massive impasto
like a bas relief, in the same sombre, earthy colours…But I still cannot see the point of using
pigment as thickly as if it were the mud that covers the countryside in February.”122
Reviewing Kossoff’s second Beaux Arts Gallery exhibition two years later, Berger found
much to praise in Kossoff’s shocking volume of pigment, which he likened to “coloured,
solidified engine grease as put into a grease gun.” But once again Berger’s approval carried a
caveat, as the critic urged the painter to “rise above his own pessimism” (I return to the
perception of Kossoff as a tragic artist in Chapter 4).123 Most clearly summarizing the perceptual
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difficulty of Kossoff’s work, the unnamed critic of The Times wrote in 1959: “[T]he realization
of Mr. Kossoff’s purpose clearly lies in the ability or inability of his subjects to retain their
meaning when his treatment of them threatens to eclipse them entirely.”124
But it is precisely in the delivery of this material “threat,” I suggest, that the meaning of
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings resides. “Abstract” literally means to draw away from
something. As much as Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings abstract away from observed
topographical facts, their formal ambiguities and accumulations of matter also draw toward the
phenomenal reality of the building site landscape. The “battle of representation” John Russell
perceived in Auerbach’s work is apposite. The realism of the building site images is their reeling
disorientation: the way they dramatize the landscape’s contrary momentums toward structure and
chaos, holding that tension intact and alive. Neither Auerbach nor Kossoff have suggested that it
was their explicit intention to simulate the outward processes of architectural destruction and
construction in their painted processes. But it seems inarguable that the relationship between the
creative destruction enacted in the landscape and that inherent to the artists’ painting methods of
erasure, aggregate overlay, and manipulation is connected and analogous.
If Auerbach’s images baffled the critics of his debut show, by his second Beaux Arts
Gallery exhibition (1959) the link between subject matter and painting matter seemed palpably
obvious. Neville Wallis remarked in The Observer that Auerbach “bulldoze[s] his thick,
glutinous pigment across the canvas as to convey an exact sense of the intractable mounds of
clay, and the thrust and strain of tackle.”125 More critics also discerned an analogy between the
artists’ limited range of mainly earth-toned pigments and the literally earthen substance of the
building sites. Auerbach attributed the restriction of his palette to his financial straits: earth tones
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are the cheapest oil pigments and the only ones he could afford in the quantities he required at
that point.126 Indeed, precisely because they are composed of readily available earthen minerals,
the base tones black and white and the iron oxides yellow ochre, umber, sienna, and Indian red,
have always been the cheapest, and thus the most common pigments of the oil painter’s palette.
They are also the most chemically stable. I see no reason to doubt Auerbach’s explanation, and
both artists’ portraits of the 1950s are composed of the same palette. But the associations of their
dark and earthy palettes also go beyond impecunious circumstances. Auerbach and Kossoff used
what pigments and materials were available to them during this period; what is remarkable is
how they intuited that what was available to them was somehow precisely what the subject of a
building site demanded.
Auerbach and Kossoff were not alone in painting dark and heavy in the 1950s. In the
1953-1954 Annual Report of the Royal College of Art, when Auerbach and Kossoff were both in
attendance, Principal Robin Darwin pondered matter-of-factly about the harsh critical attentions
paid to the “gloom and pessimism which seems to inspire the subject matter of most of the
[College student] paintings shown and the dull and dark colours in which many are painted.”
This criticism was certainly valid, Darwin conceded; but then again, he noted, manly fledgling
artists have gravitated to “rather low tones”:
In recent times this can be confirmed by looking at the early paintings of Courbet,
Degas, van Gogh, Matisse, [Augustus] John and almost anyone else. The
technical explanation is that most painters at this stage are usually and very
properly concerned with the expression of form, and form can much more easily
be expressed by tone than it can by colour…The English climate may of course
exercise some influence also….The present movement of what is called “social
realism” only serves to encourage what is a natural and usual attitude.127
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In invoking social realism, Darwin presumably had in mind the “Kitchen Sink” painters,
all recent graduates of the Royal College, whose paintings of tenement flats, cluttered courtyards,
and drab table-top still lifes illustrated the social reality of economic deprivation (fig. 2.32). The
only visible evidence of “deprivation” in Auerbach’s or Kossoff’s work, by contrast, is the
restricted palette they adopted. The irony is that they deployed their limited colors with
profligate abandon.
As Darwin suggests, it is traditional practice for art students to reduce the tonality of their
palette in order to grasp the rules of form and composition in the first place. In the curriculums of
Europe’s traditional art Academies, students learned first to draw and then to paint with a limited
palette before introducing a full range of color.128 Throughout the history of art, however, we can
see painters at all stages of their careers occasionally restricting their palette to nearmonochrome range, not only for the purpose of preparatory studies but in order to carry out their
most rigid formal experiments. At the height of Analytical Cubism in 1910-12, Picasso and
Braque distilled their palettes to all but a near-grisaille scale of greys and browns. Giacometti’s
paintings rarely expanded far beyond their draftsmanly, graphite and chalk-hued palette.129 Other
postwar painters applied to the monochrome in a much stricter sense in the 1950s: for Jean
Dubuffet, Alberto Burri, and Lucio Fontana, a monotone ground was a way of rejecting
painting’s obligations to mimetic representation in favor of generating meaning through
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materiality, texture, and surface.130 For Auerbach and Kossoff, on the other hand, a limited
chromatic range encouraged an even greater emphasis on draftsmanship. Both were spurred by
the challenge of making a grand formal image with the most basic resources at their disposal.
Rembrandt served as the ultimate exemplar for them in this regard, as an artist who spun his
limited palette of earthen pigments into sensuous visual worlds. The deep shadows and burnished
golden light in Rembrandt’s late portraits were summoned from a range of just four or five
tones.131 Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s adaption of a Baroque tendency to dramatic darkness
certainly lent to the mystery of the building site paintings, and contributed to their sublime effect.
It was also a reality, as Darwin implied, that London was dark—not just spiritually or
economically depressed, but literally, meteorologically dark. In the 1950s, the capital’s buildings
were still soot-blacked and its skies still visited by the noxious fogs of coal burning. Four
thousand Londoners died from asphyxiation in the lethal Great Smog of 1952, when the shroud
descended so thickly that visibility descended to no more than five yards.132 Low tones were not
merely a strategy of social realism; they were environmental fact.
The intemperate layering of these dark tones also evinces the degree of Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s struggles at this stage to transcend illustrative representation. Reflecting on the use of
impasto by de Kooning and Rembrandt, Auerbach has suggested that both painters painted
thickly in the places that gave them the most difficulty.133 In his and Kossoff’s most outrageous
surfaces, likewise, it is as if only through stubborn determination of the brush-bearing hand,
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through the ongoing flick and swirl and squidge of paint, that the artists gradually cajoled a sense
of form from their own mounds of matter.
The crude visual appearance and chemically basic composition of Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s palettes gave rise to other, baser connotations as well. Rejecting what he called the
“cow-pat value” of Auerbach’s work, British critic Andrew Forge rebuffed the temptation among
some interpreters to apply a scatological reading to the surface materiality of Auerbach’s squalid
brown paint, emphasizing instead the ample spatial and illusionistic qualities the painter
achieved through his thick medium.134 But while excremental analogies are superficial and
reductive, there remains something visibly elemental, alluvial, and carnal about Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s material echoes of dirt, soot and slime. David Sylvester suggested in a review of
Auerbach’s 1961 Beaux Arts Gallery exhibition, however, that material relationships should not
be taken too literally: “The matter in ‘matter painting’ is symbolic,” he wrote. “It symbolises the
idea of the massive materiality of the physical world. It symbolises the relationship between man
and the raw materials with which he builds, the inchoate matter which is at once responsive and
resistant to his will to impose a form upon it and which both submits to his manipulation of it
and inspires that manipulation.”135
The basic nature of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s materials tangentially aligns their work
with the subversive concept of “base materialism” or informe (“formlessness”) advanced by
“dissident” French Surrealist philosopher Georges Bataille in the 1920s and 1930s. The informe,
for Bataille, was a broad term denoting the belief in the capacity of matter’s destructive forces to
undermine culture’s entrenched systems of materialism. In its very name, the category suggests a
relationship to the phenomenon of creative destruction. As Barnaby Wright points out in his
134
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catalogue essay on Auerbach, Bataille specifically identified architecture as one of the engines of
oppressive authority that the informe had the creative power to dismantle. “Auerbach’s rendering
of the architectural reconstruction of London as a struggle for “formal grandeur” from within the
inherent formlessness of paint speaks to this discourse at a fundamental level,” Wright asserts.136
But while Auerbach and Kossoff’s paintings may evoke the informe, I would suggest that the
artists’ end goal to mold and shape a “new fact,” as Auerbach put it, goes a crucial step beyond
Bataille’s devolving discourse in employing destruction always toward the production of a
picture that belongs to and extends from the representational tradition of oil painting.
The “will to impose a form,” as Sylvester wrote, is also what fundamentally differentiates
Auerbach and Kossoff from their European Art informel peers. Some of Auerbach’s early critics
superficially linked his low-toned, high-relief surfaces to the “matter” paintings of Dubuffet. But
whereas the compacted, graffiti-scratched layers of Dubuffet’s rudimentary and imaginary
landscape Knoll of Visions (1952; fig. 2.5) forms a encrusted surface like a relief, Auerbach’s
and Kossoff’s images, however opaque and congealed their surfaces, preserve a sense of
physical presence within: of tangible forms rising out of the surrounding ground. Berger and
Sylvester each made a point to differentiate between the dimensional qualities of Auerbach’s
forms and what Berger called Dubuffet’s “mud tricks.”137 Sylvester, in particular, took pains to
emphasize that the difference was a matter of how Auerbach formed his matter:
[I]n spite of the poignantly, almost morbidly, tactile quality, and in spite of the
heaped-up paint, these are painterly images, not sculptural ones, have to be read
as paintings, not as polychrome reliefs….The result is arrived at through the act of
painting and painting and painting again, and its magic derives from the fact that
in this clotted heap of muck there has somehow been preserved the precious
136
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fluidity, the pliancy proper to paint. Here at last is a young painter who has
extended the power of paint to re-make reality.138
Consider Auerbach’s Victoria Street Building Site (1959; fig. 2.33), which resembles a
Whistlerian harmony in ochre. From his thickly laden, near-monochrome ochre ground, modified
sparingly with white and yellow and punctuated with dark umber, the artist constructs a scene of
formal nuance and spatial complexity. The building site’s own geometric facts—its overlapping
windowed façades, its vertical beams, arched bridge, and curving path—become the artist’s
guiding compositional elements. In the foreground, a band of umber-silhouetted workers shape
the earth into another massive pyramid, evoking the ancient monuments of Djoser and Giza. The
perfect balance of a round arch or the shape of a well-formed pile of dirt were as compelling to
Auerbach’s imagination as the obdurate grids of the international modernist architecture into
which many of his building sites would finally resolve.
Finished two years after Auerbach’s taut geometrical image, Kossoff’s Building Site,
Victoria Street (1961; fig. 2.34) reads at first glance like the Dionysian opposite of his friend’s
Apollonian construction. It is not a representation of a building so much as a vision of building
energy itself. Having abolished all figural and narrative detail, the artist seems to strip away the
ground to reveal the viscera of the earth. Brute linear striations of black, white, and crimson, one
hue laid on top of the other, wet-into-wet, rear up around a gaping maw. The eye pitches and
staggers in the maelstrom of paint, which rises in some places nearly an inch from its base. The
sky is nowhere to be seen. But the longer the eye dares to explore the thick striations and curving
arcs, the more a sense of space slowly emerges: a vertical wall, cut into a hillside, surges up like
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a wave around a lighter, central hollow. The wall of painted slashes that curves all the way
around the edge of the picture plane, from corner to corner, binds space together like an
enveloping womb. Kossoff builds a vision of form coming into being from its very opposite:
chaos.
While many critics were disturbed by the apparent breach the artists’ images opened
between named subject and appearance, Sylvester recognized that Auerbach’s paintings take us
to the complex heart of visual recognition. He called his review of Auerbach’s 1961 Beaux Arts
Gallery exhibition “Nameless Structures,” drawing a distinction between the actual people and
places signified by the titles of Auerbach’s pictures and the independent physical reality of their
painted forms.139
But Sylvester does not go far enough. It is misleading to class the paintings as “nameless”
structures, since in every case Auerbach and Kossoff explicitly identify their subjects by name. I
return now to the artists’ paintings of the St. Paul’s building sites. Their paintings are not direct
depictions of Wren’s building, as we have seen—in fact, they seem deliberately to obscure it.
How, then, to account for the titular and visual connection their images claim to this monument
of London’s spiritual life?
“I build for eternity,” Sir Christopher Wren uttered, or so it is said, when he submitted his
plans for the new St. Paul’s Cathedral after its Gothic-style predecessor burned in the Great Fire
of London in 1666.140 Wren’s seventeenth-century church is the fifth structure dedicated to Paul
the Apostle since 604 AD/CE to occupy its site on Ludgate Hill, the highest elevation in the City
of London. Like St. Peter’s in Rome or the Duomo in Florence, the magnificent dome Wren
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designed for St. Paul’s is not only the City of London’s primary sacred symbol, but was for
centuries the dominant visual and geographical landmark of London.
So it was for Kossoff, who was reared just a couple of miles from the Cathedral, in the
East End. His profound connection to St. Paul’s and its surrounding areas is evident from the
beginning of his artistic life. When Kossoff, evacuated, was living in King’s Lynn during the war
as a teenager, the sight of newspaper photographs of the church during the Blitz stirred him to
make some of the earliest drawings he can recollect. When I met Kossoff in 2013, he also
recounted to me a memorable firsthand encounter with the church later in the war, after he had
returned to London. When the area around his family’s home in Darnley Road, Hackney, was
bombed, Kossoff and his family spent several nights with relatives in the West End. The London
Underground was not operating due to the disruptions, so one morning, Kossoff and his father
walked back across the city to their home in the East End. Kossoff distinctly remembers
threading through the bomb sites toward St. Paul’s. Amid the rubble and broken glass, he told
me, its towering impact struck him anew.141
But while St. Paul’s was a defining visual feature of Kossoff’s London and appears in
numerous images by him over decades, it has never been the central focus of a composition—
suggesting a fear or conviction that highlighting the structure head-on would be too clichéd. And
yet wherever he drew or painted in its immediate vicinity, its presence inevitably, even if
partially, appeared. As previously described, in Kossoff’s 1954 St. Paul’s building site painting
(fig. 2.28), he severs the top of the dome, while in his 1956 painting (fig. 2.2) he nearly buries it
in a mudslide. In an even earlier student gouache, Coffee Stall near St. Paul’s (1950; fig. 2.35),
Kossoff squeezes its shadowy dome into a wedge between the busy stall in the foreground and
141
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the top edge of the sheet. Twenty years later, it appears on the horizon above his depiction of the
Demolition of the YMCA Building Site, 1970 (fig. 2.36).
For Auerbach, the adopted Londoner, there was also no avoiding St. Paul’s looming
presence. From the top of the Borough Polytechnic Institute, located just inland of the South
Bank, one could look north across the Thames toward the cathedral. Auerbach recalls some of
the students of the Polytechnic climbing up on the roof to draw the jagged skyline with St. Paul’s
across the river in the distance, though he, being a sufferer of vertigo, did not participate.142 For
both artists, and for countless other Londoners, St. Paul’s was a site by which they could orient
their existence in the city, and a landmark that endured against the odds.
What could not endure was the manner in which it had been formerly represented, most
famously in the black-and-white wartime photographs of Brandt, Suchitzky, and Mason (cf. fig.
2.24). In the first place, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s laboriously time-consuming process of
painting fundamentally opposes the instantaneous, mechanical shutter of the camera.
Photographs remained the most widely consumed visual records of postwar city life, particularly
as published in popular magazines such as Lilliput and Picture Post.143 But it wouldn’t do for
Auerbach and Kossoff, whose slowly accruing, hand-forged method refuses to choose a single,
static capture of the subject’s existence. For them, paint, oily and viscous, taps into a level of
sensory perception that the ocular freeze of a photograph could never match. Kossoff has said he
wished to draw as if the camera had never been invented.144
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Auerbach and Kossoff also break dramatically with the photographic convention of
showing the cathedral as an isolated beacon. To have placed the structure front and center in
their building site compositions not only would have courted banality, but more than that, that
approach would have downplayed the monumental changes transpiring around St. Paul’s. In
every painted image, Auerbach and Kossoff present Wren’s church within a wider urban context.
The degree of abstraction in their representations reflects how this once-familiar area of London
became, in the midst of reconstruction, a landscape of shifting, uncertain ground. Within this
changing context, the symbolic significance of St. Paul’s inevitably shifted, too.
Curator Barnaby Wright has described Auerbach’s decision to obscure the cathedral in
the slicing choreography of construction in his 1955 painting (fig. 2.31) as “deliberately antipicturesque.”145 I would go further and call his and Kossoff’s treatment of St. Paul’s iconoclastic.
Iconoclasm refers to the destruction of religious icons or monuments, but it also connotes a
deliberate challenge to tradition or the status quo. Relegating the cathedral to the background and
obfuscating its literally crucial symbolism, both artists’ images overturn the previous
generation’s presentations of St. Paul’s as a symbol of spiritual sustenance and British victory
even as they insist repeatedly on the fact of its survival.
But we can also extend the concept of iconoclasm to the challenges Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s building site paintings issue to the landscape genre more broadly. These paintings
deconstruct the conventions of landscape painting almost to breaking point—and yet they
preserve just enough of a landscape’s defining characteristics to belong still to that category.
Beyond its dominant grid of criss-crossing vectors, Auerbach’s 1955 representation of the St.
Paul’s building site reveals a definite depth of field receding toward a distant city skyline.
note, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s early paintings, in particular, are extremely difficult to photograph: light
bounces off their raised profiles, and the camera’s sensor falters before their dark, but nuanced tonal range.
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However intently Auerbach abstracts the subject’s architectural elements, he places them firmly
in the specific spatial setting of a landscape. What churns out of the monochrome sludge of
Kossoff’s 1956 St. Paul’s building site (fig. 2.2), meanwhile, is a landscape of the most
primordial kind, signaled only by the presence of a distinct horizon. With only a small addition
of white, Kossoff lightens his umber pigment in the upper register to open up a tarnished, but
luminous sky above the dark ground below. Through the most basic application of chiaroscuro,
that is to say, the painter generates implausible light and expansive space that together signify a
landscape.
It was not the divine symbolism of St. Paul’s Christian architecture that attracted these
two Jewish artists. Neither of them is religiously observant. And yet their paintings arise from
nothing if not intense, ritual observation. “Painting is a practical day-to-day thing,” Auerbach
stated in 1959. “One might say something clever, one might say something big, but one does
something limited. It is a serious thing—like religion—like love—one does the persistent thing,
and then the really remarkable happens when something’s there that wasn't there before. The
consciousness—the strictness—and then the image.”146
Boldly shaping their painterly substance to form, both artists animate the landscape into
being. “Of course, if I think about them now, long after, there’s just a tiny echo of the Creation
of the first book of Genesis in all these building sites,” Auerbach acknowledged in 2009.
“…[T]here’s mud and gradually the thing, yes. In terms of creation, they’re creating a building.
They’re creating it out of soil in the way that we are supposed to have been created.”147 The
statement echoes Kossoff’s claim in 1959 that a painting had to be “a mutation, a miracle,
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something unexpected, even by me.”148 As the city was recreated from destruction, it sparked the
creative impulse of these two young Londoners. And it took almost the total undoing of previous
landscape conventions to realize a way of painting that captured the phenomenological reality of
the postwar urban landscape’s rebirth.

The Shell Building Site
I conclude this chapter by examining Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings of postwar
London’s most dramatic building site of all: that of the Shell Building. The Shell Building was
London’s first skyscraper. Completed in 1961, the tower rose on the South Bank in a part of the
riverside area that had been cleared for the 1951 Festival of Britain a decade before. To herald
the recovered post-war Britain on the threshold of a new era, the government engineered a
national exhibition on a scale unmatched since London’s famed 1851 Great Exhibition at the
Crystal Palace one hundred years before. Its architectures and displays, centering upon the
“Dome of Discovery” (a covered pavilion, the largest dome in the world at that time) and the
futuristic “Skylon” (an aluminum-clad cable-suspended steel tower), promoted British
contributions to civilization through “advances in science, technology and industrial design”
displayed “against a background representing the living, working world of the day.”149 Auerbach,
nineteen years old in 1951, picked up a side job working at a bagatelle stall at the Battersea Park
Fun Fair during the Festival to make some extra pocket money.150
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The International modernism and utopianism of the Festival of Britain architectures are
nowhere to be found in Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings of the Shell Building Site the
following decade, however. Upon its completion in 1961, the Shell Building was for a time the
tallest building in London, and for a brief stretch the largest office tower in Europe.151 But when
Auerbach and Kossoff went to see the excavation during its early construction stages, it was the
deepest chasm they had ever seen. “It was a vast building site and it looked absolutely superb,”
Auerbach recalled. “It was like the Grand Canyon….it was almost a gift, the thing was so superb
in itself that you could have taken it and put it in a museum being what it is, such a marvellous
thing” (Cf. fig. 2.2)152 Auerbach produced three paintings in response to the site, and Kossoff
one.
In Kossoff’s rendering (1962; fig. 2.37), the eye flounders in a sea of wild and whipping
paint. Darkness and unfathomability are the textbook Burkean conditions for a sublime
experience, and Kossoff conjures them in this image through the Cimmerian quiddity of his
medium. The surface looks as if the painter has loaded the brush with every color of his palette
and plunged it into the board to attack the surface all at once. But tonality is more deliberate than
it first appears. Every trembling black line, every glutinous deposit of white, every lash of bright
red, works to define and describe the spatial world of this dark image. The landscape
materializes from the magma; a narrow tower rises out of the foreground construction pit to the
top edge of the board; behind it stands a building façade with black hollowed-out windows; and
the upper left corner reveals a narrow wedge of sky. But focus the eye on any isolated section
and the illusion is lost; pigments swirl together like the surface of an oil pool. Zoom out and see
the space lurch into perception again. Everything moves, contours shudder and melt and reassert
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themselves in the duration of looking. To the viewing eye the painting remains a perpetual
process of vision, as paint churns itself into form and back into paint.
Auerbach’s three large paintings resulting from his multiple visits to the site show him
pressing his own draftsmanship to new levels of both spatial clarity and structural complexity.
Each composition situates the viewer in a different physical and perceptual relationship to the
building’s construction. The first of Auerbach’s oils, Shell Building Site: Workmen Under
Hungerford Bridge (1958-61; fig. 2.38) is a close-up, head-on view to the nineteenth-century
railway arches adjacent to the building site. The painter flattens the geometry of the bridge like
an architectural section drawing, filling up the spectator’s field of vision with the repeating
pattern of the arches and the regular distribution of posts and beams. Originally, Auerbach told
Barnaby Wright, he had painted the image in multiple colors, and even exhibited it in that state:
in 1959 the Times critic noted its “almost purple bloom.”153 But dissatisfied with the painting,
Auerbach took it back to the studio to repaint it almost completely in gray and black. Thrust into
deep shadow, the arches of Auerbach’s bridge in the definitive version resound with echoes of
the catacombs. The painting is a “sepulchral vision,” as Wright remarks, “in which forms emerge
through the darkness as one’s eyes become accustomed to Auerbach’s light.”154 Through the arch
on the left, back-lit with the slightest addition of white and sienna pigment, we glimpse the
angular skeleton of the modern Shell Building tower being erected in the distance.
Auerbach’s second painting, Shell Building Site from the Festival Hall (1959; fig. 2.39)
positions the viewer as if suspended halfway down the subterranean foundation site and directs
our gaze through the deeply receding space of the excavation toward the gleaming construction
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in its 1959 state, the Times critic noted its “almost purple bloom”; Lampert 2015, 71.
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in process. Finally, in the third painting, Shell Building Site: From the Thames (1959; fig. 2.40),
it is as if Auerbach has climbed out of the cavern and turned to stand on the edge of the cliff only
to discover, in looking down, the source of some primal light. Steep vertical and diagonal crane
cables lead the viewer’s eye vertiginously down to the exposed cavity in the lower center, where
a steel beam is lowered into place. Light explodes from the base of the cavern and radiates into
the surrounding darkness, carried by brushstrokes in every direction. No torch, no overhead
electricity, explains the source of this unearthly illumination. With its dramatic lighting,
expansive scale, and unfathomable depth, the painting summons the Haptic Sublime to full effect,
dropping the observer’s vision onto the edge of a painted abyss.
In fact, this most dramatic statement of chiaroscuro by Auerbach traces back to his
investigations of a small painting of the Lamentation by Rembrandt in the National Gallery.155
Rembrandt’s The Lamentation over the Dead Christ (also known as The Deposition) c. 1635 (fig.
2.41) is just over twelve inches tall, but Auerbach recognized it as monumental in conception. In
Rembrandt’s painting, light radiates from the body of Christ, casting a deathly golden-white
glow onto the mourning Mary, Mary Magdalene, and other followers as the city of Jerusalem
rises up in the distance. While at work on his Shell Building site series, Auerbach made an
unusual, formally reduced, grisaille study of Rembrandt’s panel (1961; fig. 2.42), which transfers
the Dutch artist’s small-scale composition to an enormous board over six feet high. And it seems
that when he came to paint the third Shell site painting, he still had the Dutch painter’s
composition in mind. The third Shell site painting is one of just three building site paintings by
Auerbach to depart from a traditional landscape format and adopt a vertical orientation: one with
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Wright mentions the importance of Rembrandt’s Lamentation to Auerbach’s composition; my
interpretation expands on Wright’s speculations about the relationship between the two paintings in terms
of form and subject matter. Wright 2009, 102.
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specific formal echoes of Rembrandt’s small Lamentation.156 Where Rembrandt’s main crucifix
stands, Auerbach renders the vertical boom and bent arm of a crane. The “V” of the crane’s
precipitously descending hoist lines is like an inverted recasting of Rembrandt’s diagonal ladders.
The metaphorical resonance between the subject matter of the Lamentation and the “death” and
“resurrection” of London’s own body in the postwar period is too tempting to ignore. But it is
ultimately by emptying out the religious content of Rembrandt’s original image that Auerbach
opens up the scale, the brushwork, and the unexpected relevance of its design to a completely
new subject matter—a subject matter, to Auerbach, that was no less formally powerful or
spiritually charged.
Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s process-driven building site paintings are visible translations
not only of the structural processes that form a landscape, but the invisible forces that animate
those processes. Repulsive and seductive in their raw material manipulations, Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s Haptic Sublime images awaken a symbiotic connection among the tactile substance of
paint, the mass and materiality of the landscape, and the feeling body of the viewer. Their work
shows London on the edge of recovery, but speaks to a world that, beyond its scaffolds and
beautifully crafted façades, hovers always on the brink between order and chaos. Their
landscapes are paintings of and about the fragile equilibrium between creation and ruin, form and
nothingness, visibly and tangibly coextensive with the landscape-in-formation the artists so
profoundly immersed themselves in during their own formative artistic decade. To break through
the clichés of landscape genre at mid-century, Auerbach and Kossoff, with courage summoned
from their artistic ancestors, started again. Gazing into the ground and up toward the city’s new
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The other vertically oriented paintings are Auerbach’s two large versions of a building site on Oxford
Street: Oxford Street Building Site I and II, both completed in 1960. See Wright 2009, 106-110.
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architectures, they dug down to the foundations of painting to rebuild landscape painting for a
new era.
Though the 1950s, Auerbach and Kossoff laid, in tandem, the foundations for the
landscape painting each has been singularly pursuing ever since. With the close of the postwar
decade and the dawn of a new and prosperous era, both Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s pictures, like
London, changed perceptibly. Each remained with the Beaux Arts Gallery, showing work in
numerous solo and group shows there before it shuttered its doors in 1965.157 By that time, the
personal contact between the two artists—both in their 30s—had substantially lessened, as each
was pursuing different relationships, different inklings about their art, and perhaps the same
inkling that their paths of creative discovery had naturally diverged. Auerbach later reflected, “I
think once one has discovered and defined, willy-nilly, the sort of person one is, then the battle
becomes almost entirely one’s own.”158
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Auerbach and Kossoff both joined Marlborough Gallery in 1964, on the urging of co-founding director
Harry Fischer. Auerbach has remained with the gallery ever since, while Kossoff has been represented by
several different dealers over the years, including Fischer Fine Art, Anthony d’Offay Gallery, L.A.
Louver, Mitchell-Innes & Nash, and Annely Juda Gallery.
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Auerbach, quoted in Peppiatt [1998] 2012, 5.
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Chapter 3
Auerbach’s Landscapes of Discovery

Burrowing
So much of the pictorial landscape tradition has grown out of artists’ deeply planted roots.
The Stour Valley was bred into Constable’s bones. Cézanne never wandered far for long from
his beloved, beckoning Mont Sainte-Victoire in Provence. These corners of their native
landscapes were the centers of Constable’s and Cézanne’s artistic worlds. But a sense of place is
not always inherited or cultivated as a natural extension of one’s birthright. For Frank Auerbach,
it had to be discovered.
Uprooted at the age of seven from his parents and the city and country of his birth,
Auerbach never had a chance to establish a conscious sense of home distinct from his memories
as the child of Jewish parents in 1930s Berlin. This double tragedy of familial loss and
geographic dislocation links the artist to the conditions of exile and diaspora inscribed into the
entire living history of his Jewish ancestry.1 He has described Bunce Court School in Kent,
where he was brought up and educated from the age of seven, as a haven of creative freedom, but
England, too, was not immune from disruption. Because Kent occupied a vulnerable situation
near the English Channel during World War II, the school and all pupils were preemptively
evacuated to rural Shropshire from 1940 to 1945. Robert Hughes suggests that both of the
school’s locations in the English countryside gave Auerbach his first sense of place.2 But with an
independence of mind, a burgeoning artistic talent, and no familial ties to bind him, Auerbach
1

Auerbach arrived in England before the formal foundation of a Jewish homeland with the Declaration of
the Establishment of the State of Israel in 1948.
2
From late childhood into adolescence, Hughes reminds us, Auerbach grew up largely “in the green
depths of the English countryside.” Hughes 1990, 20. The military took over the Bunce Court as a base
during World War II, and the school relocated to Trench Hall, in Shropshire. Feaver 2009, 8.
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struck out for the capital in 1947 at the age of sixteen. There, for the past six decades, like his
artistic predecessors Constable and Cézanne, he has established a creative universe for his
painting in a patch of ground—not in the countryside, but in the middle of a shabby district in the
heart of his adopted home in one of the largest cities on earth. This chapter investigates how
Auerbach, the “adopted Englishman,” has overturned the nationalist and naturalized assumptions
of the landscape tradition to discover a mode of landscape painting for his own era, from his own
London ground.
Auerbach’s only extended experiences of the capital before he moved there permanently
were the visits he made to his aunt and uncle on school holidays. For the most part, London, for
the young artist, was an unknown topography. After living in a succession of rented rooms and
flat shares during his years in art school, he found his first permanent home in the northwestcentral London borough of Camden, an urban swatch bounded by Camden Road to the north and
Euston Road to the south, and the parallel train tracks originating from Euston Station to the west
and Kings Cross and St. Pancras Stations to the east.3 An industrial working class neighborhood
for most of its history, Camden is rich with artistic associations, home since the mid-nineteenth
century to painters and writers—most famously the Camden Town Group who adopted the
borough’s name—because it was affordable, close to the railways, and easily accessible to the
city center.4 It was not ease of commuting or the artistic legacy that drew Auerbach to the quarter,
however. When Leon Kossoff got married, he offered the lease of his studio off Mornington
Crescent to Auerbach, who moved into the space in March 1954.5 He has lived and worked there

3

See Lampert 2015 for details about Auerbach’s early accommodations in London, including the room he
rented from Stella West, who became the subject of many portraits by the artist through the 1950s and
‘60s.
4
Cf. Prelude, page 4. Certain areas within Camden remained expensive, particularly the streets of stately
mansions nearer to Primrose Hill and Regent’s Park.
5
Lampert 2015, 62. Before Kossoff, the artist Gustav Metzger occupied the studio.
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ever since. After completing his last building site painting in 1962, Auerbach never returned to
the city’s commercial center to paint. From that point forward, his urban landscape practice,
apart from his pictures of Primrose Hill about a mile away from the studio, has transpired almost
exclusively within a few blocks of Camden.6
The exact center of Auerbach’s small domain is the studio: a secluded space lit by northfacing windows, one in a row of three studios at the bottom of an alleyway between two
residential buildings on a quiet street around the corner from Mornington Crescent. It is not
merely a working space, this room; it is his home. Hughes describes it unforgettably in his
monograph as a “brown cave,” every surface encrusted with the evidence of the painter’s hand
and the paint he incessantly handles (fig. 3.1).7 Subsequent renovations, as William Feaver notes,
removed the mounds and stalactites of materials; otherwise, the space remains outfitted by the
modest furniture, personal effects, and instruments of Auerbach’s world-making: easels and
brushes and spatulas, boards lining the walls, five-litre tins of paint, trolleys and surfaces for
mixing, newspapers for blotting and wiping, a bed, pair of chairs, a small kitchen against one
wall, piles of well-loved books, and reproductions of touchstone artworks by Kossoff, Lucian
Freud, Rembrandt, Picasso and others pinned on the wall alongside his own drawings.8

6

A handful of landscapes and interiors depict locations beyond Camden and the studio; these include The
Sitting Room, 1964 (illustrated in Austin catalogue in Feaver 2009, nos. 183, 184), E.O.W., S.A.W. and
J.J.W. in the Garden I and II, 1963 and 1964 (in Austin catalogue in Feaver 2009, nos. 162, 163), and
Interior, Vincent Terrace 1982-84 and 1984 (in Austin catalogue in Feaver 2009, nos. 501, 502). See
Catherine Lampert, Frank Auerbach: Paintings and Drawings 1977-1985 (London: British Council,
1986), 11, note 13. A few charcoal drawings and two related prints of a single tree in Tretire,
Herefordshire, are the single exception I know when Auerbach painted a landscape subject outside
London.
7
Hughes 1990, 13.
8
Feaver, a weekly sitter for Auerbach since 2003, describes the studio in William Feaver, “Introduction,”
in Frank Auerbach: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1976 (Zurich: Marlborough Galerie, 1976), 6. He
gives a more recent description of the space following its 1991 renovation in Feaver 2009, 5.
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“My nature is mole-like,” Auerbach has admitted. “I have to burrow and dig.”9 A
borough, originally, was a fortified town, a self-protecting, self-sufficient area. Personally and
aesthetically, burrowing into his borough, Auerbach has taken this territorial imperative to heart.
“Through long acquaintance, places become extensions of ourselves—not just a stage but
supporting actors in the human drama,” cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has written. “The
functional pattern of our lives is capable of establishing a sense of place,” Tuan continues. “In
carrying out the daily routines we go regularly from one point another, following established
paths, so in time a web of nodes and their links is imprinted in our perceptual systems and affects
our bodily expectations.”10 Over the continuous years of digging into the studio and the urban
landscapes hard by, Auerbach has developed a process and a language of landscape painting
grounded in his phenomenological sensations of his own peculiar London places. Swept up and
carried in the visible brushstrokes of his decades-and-ongoing Camden oeuvre is the visible
evidence that being at home, for Auerbach, is a process, a daily commitment, an ongoing work of
imagination.
In his review of the artist’s 1961 solo exhibition at the Beaux Arts Gallery, David
Sylvester remarked of Auerbach’s paintings that any one “is not a scene presented...it is a
process of discovery given tangible and simultaneous existence.”11 Extending this notion
explicitly to Auerbach’s landscape paintings, I argue in this chapter that the artist’s images
capture not only a sense of the places depicted in them, but capture a sense of place-bound
discovery as a consequence of their modern, process-driven aesthetic creation. The city’s
reconstruction landscape of the 1950s changed shape dramatically from one day to the next; this
chapter charts the shifts in Auerbach’s work as he restricted himself from the 1960s to a range of
9

Wiggins 1995, 16.
Tuan 1979, 418.
11
Sylvester 1961, 637.
10
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London sites that do not change drastically in structure. Or to put it a different way, the
proximity of the painter’s Camden sites meant that Auerbach could observe them instead for the
inherent, microcosmic changes he experienced there day after day, from season to season, under
sunlight and cloud. Tracing the broad arc of Auerbach’s Camden-based landscapes from 1954 to
the present, I explore how Auerbach has expanded the language of representational painting in
ways that bridge abstraction and figuration to capture an embodied experience of the city in all
its particularity, diversity, and flux.
A sense of home is not always or only tied to geography, however. Auerbach’s landscape
oeuvre testifies also to the artist’s process of discovering a sense of place in the language of oil
painting. As he rooted himself and his art in the city, he also discovered another home there
beyond Camden’s bounds, at the National Gallery of London. Throughout this chapter, I
consider how Auerbach’s studies of the Old and Modern Masters (at the National Gallery and
from book illustrations) have informed his artistic approach to London as much as his direct
experiences of the city itself. I focus in particular on how his London paintings knock up against
art-historical landscape tropes.
My first section considers how the artist’s highly abstracted, impasto representations of
the urban park of Primrose Hill from the later 1950s and early ‘60s invoke, but boldly redefine
the visual and symbolic conventions of the ancient pastoral mode in a manner that reflects the
sharp realities of the postwar city. The next section argues that Auerbach’s rigorously geometric
material palimpsests inspired by the built Camden streetscape in the mid-1960s constitute a
dramatically different art of “everyday life” than that of the Pop artists who contemporaneously
entered the London scene. My third section considers Auerbach’s return in the later 1960s to the
open sweep of Primrose Hill, which coincided with a major shift in his working landscape
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practice when he adopted the habit of making a new drawing of the site outdoors each day.
Abandoning his thickly accumulative painting approach of the 1950s and earlier 1960s, he also
began to scrape down the surface of the related painting in the studio before starting it over anew.
The visual consequences of the two-fold change in Auerbach’s process yielded paintings at once
more gesturally animated and formally grounded in appearance, as the artist sought to channel
the embodied sensations of place recorded in his daily drawings into the malleable medium of oil.
I propose that this shift in approach, alongside Auerbach’s extended encounter with Titian’s
famous poèsies after Ovid’s Metamorphoses, mobilized the artist toward a new grandeur of
pictorial imagination in his translations of his own living surroundings.12 Among modern masters,
Auerbach’s phenomenological focus brings his work into particularly close dialogue with
Cézanne. But the sense of place manifest in Auerbach’s paintings diverges from his French
modernist forebears. To draw out this difference, I turn in my final section to Auerbach’s
relationship with the painter who is perhaps his greatest art-historical daimon, John Constable.
Auerbach has said of Camden: “I’ve been wandering around these streets for so long that
I have become attached to them, and as fond of them as people become of their pets. This part of
London is my world.”13 Burrowing, to put it simply, has been Auerbach’s passage to a more
expansive artistic vision. Through his continuous effort of painting his corner of the city for more
than sixty-five years, he has discovered a modern language of landscape painting whose visual
interplay of abstraction and figuration, rootedness and rootlessness, conveys a sense of place
resonant with the dense mutability, perceptual ambiguity, and experiential challenges of seeing
and being at home in the modern world.
12

Titian used the term poèsie (loosely meaning poetic invention) to refer to his mythological paintings
produced for Philip II of Spain beginning in 1551. The paintings were inspired by Roman poet Ovid’s
epic poem Metamorphoses (8 CE).
13
Auerbach, in Michael Peppiatt, “Talking to Frank Auerbach,” in Frank Auerbach – Recent Works, exh.
cat. (New York: Marlborough Gallery, 1998), 6.

110

An Urban Pasture: Primrose Hill in the 1950s and ‘60s
A faint spire on the horizon on the left side of English watercolorist Thomas Girtin’s
depiction of London’s Primrose Hill (c. 1800, fig. 3.2) is the only sign alerting us to the city’s
proximity to what otherwise appears to be a green patchwork of hills and parceled fields. Once a
tangled woodland above the royal hunting chase of Middlesex Forest—today the region
comprising the northern part of Greater London—the hill was given by Henry VI to Eton
College and deforested for use as farmland.14 In the spring, the brushwood on the hillside grew
thick with an undergrowth of the delicate yellow primrose flowers that inspired its name. By the
middle of the nineteenth century the capital’s rapidly expanding suburbs had crept up almost to
the hill’s perimeter, but an 1842 Act of Parliament secured the landmark as public parkland.15
For many years the hill was a favored meeting place for duels and political rallies, and the site of
a few infamous hangings. In 1938 the British Government felled the grove of trees on its crest to
clear space for an air-raid shelter and a Luftwaffe anti-aircraft battery with silver barrage
balloons and enormous guns. Parts of the hill remained off-limits, fenced off from London’s
citizens, until World War II was over.16 Soon reclaimed as a popular retreat, it remains today a
green reserve in the midst of some of London’s most fashionable residential districts, standing
just over three miles from the city’s historic and commercial heart. From the top of its still-bare
summit, 206 feet above the high-water mark of the Thames, one is rewarded on a clear day with
one of London’s loveliest prospects: a sweeping 180-degree panorama from the skyscrapers of
14

Edward Walford, “Primrose Hill and Chalk Farm,” in Old and New London: Volume 5 (London:
Cassell, Petter & Galpin, 1878), 287-300, British History Online, accessed March 2, 2017,
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/old-new-london/vol5/pp287-300.
15
Simon Jenkins, England’s 100 Best Views: London (London: Profile Books, Ltd.), 2013, accessed
February 22,
2017https://books.google.com/books?id=YcHTAAAAQBAJ&dq=simon+jenkins+primrose+hill&source
=gbs_navlinks_s,.
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Ibid.

111

Canary Wharf in the east, past the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the spire of the Post Office
Tower, to the Millennium London Eye ferris wheel and the “Shard” skyscraper on the river’s
South Bank.17
Girtin’s rendering of Primrose Hill, with its elevated view over a tamed, bucolic
landscape that gently unfolds to a seemingly infinite distance, belongs firmly to a tradition of
pastoral landscape representation. The hill was located on the outskirts of London when Girtin
painted it, but the artist portrays it as if it were a world away from the city and its problems. In
fact, the ancient mode of Pastoral, with its dream of an idealizing, rustic Arcadia, has always
been defined by its poetic manifestation of difference. Theocritus’ Idylls (literally, “little
pictures”), the foundational compendium of pastoral verse from the Third century BCE, were
written for an urban readership, and the power of the poems’ idyllic imagery resided precisely in
the imaginative distance it engendered between the fantasy of simple shepherds in the
countryside and the actual sophistications of the Hellenistic polis. Wealthy Romans later
commissioned painted scenes of bucolic life to decorate the walls of their villas.18 The
Renaissance saw a revival of the tradition in the mysterious paintings of Giorgione, while the
trope reached its academic epitome in the seventeenth century in the harmonious, dream-like
visions of a Golden Age by Claude Lorrain, who was inspired by the actual topography of the
Roman campagna (fig. 3.3). Modern literary theorists persisted in defining the term by means of
opposition: “The first condition of Pastoral is that it is an urban product,” scholar Frank Kermode
contended in his landmark 1952 study of the mode.19 In 1973, Raymond Williams proposed that
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The Post Office Tower is now the BT Tower, but is still frequently referred to by its original name.
Mark Roskill, The Languages of Landscape (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1997), 244, note 10. Well-known examples are the frescoes from the House of the Vettii in Pompeii
(Second century BCE) and the garden frescos from the Villa of Livia (30-20 BCE).
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Frank Kermode, English Pastoral Poetry (New York: Norton, 1972 [1952]), 14.
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a dialectic situating the capitalist city as the dark mirror to the unspoiled countryside had been a
defining archetype of English literature since the sixteenth century.20
Such clear-cut dichotomies are scarcely discernible in modern, industrialized life,
however, in which the natural and the urban are everywhere adjacent, contingent, and convergent.
London, especially, had long encompassed a composite geography of developed and open,
unbuilt areas. One need only glance at the names of the city’s districts to ascertain their rural and
tended pasts: Spitalfields, Greenwich, and so on. The expansion of the London sprawl through
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries swallowed up many of these formerly rural areas, but still
today swathes of dense building and open parkland, office blocks and garden squares, lie side by
side. Peter Ackroyd notes that over one-third of London’s land area “is semi-natural or mown
grass, tilled land and deciduous woodland.”21 London’s magnificent parks may be the city’s most
famous iteration of semi-natural urban space. Parks are in-between zones—planned interruptions,
rus in urbe, often designed to introduce pastoral features (grassy lawns, ponds, meandering
paths) into the urban setting for the respite of its citizens.22 In an 1808 Parliamentary debate,
William Pitt, the 1st Earl of Chatham, called the city’s parkland reserves the “lungs of London”
in an impassioned defense against their destruction by further urban encroachment.23
For three decades, from the 1950s to the 1980s, Primrose Hill functioned as the lungs of
Auerbach’s own self-contained north London “body,” to borrow Pitt’s metaphor. It remains the
most openly “natural” environment Auerbach has painted, and was the London site that
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Ackroyd 2003, 404. Ackroyd cites the Land Cover Map of London.
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See John Dixon Hunt and Peter Willis, The Genius of the Place: The English Landscape Garden
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1975) and Paul Rabbitts, London’s Royal Parks (London: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2014).
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catalyzed some of his boldest painterly achievements.24 At first, it was an antidote. Needing a
change from the hard geometry of the postwar construction landscape and its sublime depths and
heights, the young artist climbed the closest hill he could find. Primrose Hill, a mile away from
the studio, was an accessible, tamed and hemmed-in urban pasture where he could escape the
metropolitan din and witness nature’s sweeping changes from within the city’s urban fabric. It
became a pilgrimage site of pragmatic proximity, as close to the countryside from Camden Town
as he cared to get. It is by virtue of relative contrast to the built Camden streetscape that its rising
open slope becomes a pastoral site in Auerbach’s peculiar territorial context. What it prompted
was a new set of sensations for him to manipulate his painterly means to express. The result is a
group of paintings that propose a “pastoral” mode appropriate to its own postwar era, one that
redefines what a landscape painting can look like and be in the context of Auerbach’s own
tumultuous urban world.
A century-and-a-half before Auerbach began to paint it, London poet William Blake
credited Primrose Hill (still located then on the outskirts of the city) with mystical properties. In
his visionary poem Jerusalem, which relocates biblical history to the British Isles, Blake names
the hill as one of the cosmic centers from which a new and divine city would arise.
The fields from Islington to Marylebone,
To Primrose Hill and Saint Johns Wood,
Were builded over with pillars of gold;
And there Jerusalem’s pillars stood.25
In Auerbach’s postwar era, the city was already being built and rebuilt before the painter’s eyes
every single day. Yet there remains a connection between Auerbach’s and Blake’s shared
24

The Austin catalogue in Feaver 2009 illustrates at least forty-three paintings of Primrose Hill.
William Blake, Jerusalem (1804-20), Chapter I, plate 27. Reprinted in The Complete Poetry and Prose
of William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1981),
171.
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recognition of Primrose Hill as an exceptional place, a beckoning place, an elevated center. But
whereas Blake envisions the hill as a site of redemption rising above the evils of the modern city,
for Auerbach the hill was meaningful for its profane contemporary context and palpable reality.
Looking back to his earliest involvement with the site, he simply called it an “earthen lump.”26
In Primrose Hill (1954-55; fig. 3.4), Auerbach renders the hill from the same thickly
wrought, layered earth tones dominating the building site paintings, as if to reveal that beneath
the capital’s natural and built environments lies the selfsame London soil. At first glance, it
appears that Auerbach simply engulfed the board with a visual analogue of the “implacable”
London weather Charles Dickens describes in the first paragraph of Bleak House: “as much mud
in the streets as if the waters had but newly retired from the face of the earth, and it would not be
wonderful to meet a Megalosaurus, forty feet long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard up
Holborn Hill.”27 Every pastoral convention—pleasant scenery, mild weather, an unobstructed
perspective to a beautiful stretching distance—is squelched in a painting whose apparently
abstract, monochrome surface suggests nothing so much as a freshly sodden pasture. But
although Auerbach’s rendering of the “earthen lump” resembles his concurrent building site
paintings in palette and tactility, a closer look reveals that Auerbach has composed the image
specifically in response to the open landscape of Primrose Hill.
In fact, Auerbach’s carved manipulations into the oozing muck combine in this image to
form a quasi-pastoral landscape composition. Using the brush or palette knife to sluice away
grooves in the wet paint as he did in his contemporaneous building site paintings (cf. fig. 2.31),
Auerbach draws a representational landscape of the most unlikely spatial amplitude. Broad
26

“When I was younger I chose the dramatic (Building Sites, and the early paintings of the earthen lump
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passages of muddy paint troweled from left to right on a descending diagonal define the sloping
gradation of the hill. The narrowly carved horizontal trenches above the image’s midway
dividing line signal the landscape’s recession toward a distant horizon. Insistent vertical slices
suggesting tree trunks obscure the horizon to a large extent, but in the upper right the painter
clinches the murky illusion, capping the skyline with a tight grouping of scored verticals to
indicate tall city buildings. In the very center of the composition, three squat vertical channels
etched into the pigment denote a clump of three tree trunks standing in the middle of the hillside,
the rightmost two topped by an area of roughly smeared foliage.
Given how closely Auerbach was looking at Rembrandt during the 1950s, as I explored
in Chapter 2, perhaps it is not surprising that the composition of this painting bears a muddy echo
of Rembrandt’s most famous landscape etching, The Three Trees (1643; fig. 3.5).28 In spite of
their vast differences in size, style, technique, and above all, materiality, Auerbach’s and
Rembrandt’s images are each a contemporary reimagining of a pastoral view, with their open
foregrounds receding into a distantly stretching landscape. The compositions, each centered on
their respective arboreal trio, are in fact near mirror reversals, with Rembrandt’s bank and
Auerbach’s hillside sloping away in opposite directions toward their horizons. Both images are
full of near-hidden incident: a dense impasto deposit to the upper right of Auerbach’s trees may
depict two figures passing through the clearing, not unlike the two lovers concealed in the foliage
in the lower right corner of Rembrandt’s shadowy riverbank.29 But whereas Rembrandt clearly
defines the forms of his etched landscape through the use of strong, velvety chiaroscuro,
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Auerbach’s own (and ironically even more pronounced) mode of painterly “etching” into his
brown mess of oil paint leaves the viewer’s eye straining to read the landscape he has drawn into
the mire.
The gods and shepherds of ancient of pastoral art held no purchase for Auerbach’s
modern landscape, of course. But as Rembrandt drew on the spatial conventions of the pastoral
tradition to render his seventeenth-century topography of flat farmlands strewn with cottages and
dikes, so Auerbach adapts visual aspects of the mode to render Primrose Hill, a slope of grassy
parkland crossed with pavement paths rising out of the chaotic metropolis. At the same time, in
invoking the ancient mode entirely through his contemporary and palpably extreme application
of paint in the 1954-55 painting, he overturns the tradition’s assumption of distance to conceive a
near-inchoate vision of nature in all its weird and raw magnitude. The result is a pastoral of
painterly presence, presenting a visual world that is harsh and strange—one that mirrors the dark
uncertainties of the postwar world Auerbach and his generation found themselves in. But though
harsh, its spatial world is not impenetrable. The longer the viewer allows her eyes to dwell in the
mire, the more Auerbach’s painterly pasture reveals itself to be strangely hospitable, both to its
painted inhabitants and to the viewer’s gradually grasping perception.
I suggest that a sequence of three paintings by Auerbach completed in 1964—Primrose
Hill: Winter Sunshine (1962-64; fig. 3.6); Primrose Hill: Spring Sunshine (1961-62/64; fig. 3.7);
and Primrose Hill: Summer Sunshine (1964; fig. 3.8)—also engages aspects of the pastoral
convention and reveals how the painter’s continued association with Primrose Hill pressed his art
far beyond the earthen monochromes and lumpy facture of the 1950s toward new conceptions of
pictorial space, light, and paint handling. Again, the agitated abstraction of Auerbach’s three
paintings might seem entirely to contravene the idealized harmony the pastoral mode contrives to
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express. But look at Auerbach’s Winter Sunshine and Claude’s Sunrise (fig. 3.5), a paradigm of
pastoral landscape painting. Notice, in Claude’s pastoral landscape, the stacked, contrasting
levels of dark and light from ground to sky; the use of image-spanning diagonals to lead the eye
into space; the darker repoussoir elements on the far edges to push the eye into the landscape;
the careful placement of strong vertical, horizontal, and diagonal accents via the rising tree
trunks and canopies; and the small highlights on the bodies of the figures; and finally the way all
these elements coexist in harmonic tension. Then notice how Auerbach implements a version of
all these devices in his painting, and achieves something of the same strange harmony in the
abstracted language he developed in response to his own summit’s unresting forces in bright
winter sunlight.
As a group, Auerbach’s three paintings from 1964 also form a semi-complete variation
on the four seasons, another schematic framework of historical landscape representation.
Auerbach would not have adopted the theme of the seasons as a predetermined principle. His
paintings don’t follow the exact progression of the four seasons, and the images were not
necessarily painted in any order. As in every case where Auerbach’s titles indicate a specific
weather or season, they do so because that was the condition or time of year in which the artist
finished the picture. A painting he began in spring, that is to say, might end up a “winter” picture,
depending on the number of weeks, months, or years over which Auerbach worked it until
deeming it complete. It simply happened that each work in this trio of Primrose Hill paintings
was brought to completion during a different season of a single year. That the three paintings are
also united by a formal and material motif—an ochre or yellow-toned ground overlaid with thin,
scabrous streaks of darker, undiluted colors—further supports my imaginative interpretation of
them as a quasi-seasonal cycle.
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Traditional cycles of the four seasons, as in the archetypal painted sequences of Breughel
and Poussin or the poems of James Thomson, relied on allegorical symbols and narratives of
human agriculture. These tropes had no visible equivalent in the landscapes of the modern city,
however, whose ceaseless clockwork superseded the archaic calendar of seedtime and harvest
long ago. Auerbach eschews the presence of people in these Primrose Hill paintings—indeed,
they bear no immediately recognizable figurative motifs at all. Instead, his seasonally titled
paintings convey a sense of place and seasonal weather through their abstracted pictorial
construction and caustic materiality alone. It is a cycle, in other words, whose seasonal qualities
arise both from the artist’s experiences of nature on Primrose Hill through the seasons and from
the urgent, concomitant drive of his intemperate brush in the studio.30
The artist’s part-time teaching jobs enabled him to afford small quantities of additional
pigments by this time, allowing him to expand his restricted earth-toned palette to include colors
such as Indian red, dark blue, occasionally dark green.31 The broader range of colors, it seems,
galvanized a different manner of painterly application as well: as opposed to “etching” his forms
into a monochrome mass of paint as he did in the earlier Primrose Hill and concurrent building
site images, in these three works from 1964 he lays down paint in broadly brushed open areas
before applying stiff impasto patches and raised tracks in a contrasting hue on top using the
palette knife or brush. He still followed an additive painting procedure at this point, applying his
medium in successive layers each time he reworked the image. But despite their relatively thick
surfaces, the pictorial structure of these three Primrose Hill paintings is founded on space and
draftsmanship more than sheer painterly mass.
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No drawings that I know of survive for this group of paintings.
These colors first appear in his portraits and final building site paintings around 1958. Auerbach taught
until 1968, when he had enough to live on to paint full-time. Feaver 2009, 12.
31
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Indeed, Auerbach opens up the pictorial space of these paintings like never before in his
landscape oeuvre, largely in response, I believe, to his experiences of Primrose Hill’s wide-open
views. The essential structure of each image is highly abstract, consisting of a dominantly ochre
background filled with seemingly non-referential mark-making. But each image is also explicitly
representational, with its clear compositional division by a horizontal that can be interpreted as a
horizon line, with ground below and sky above. The coursing streaks, likewise, do not refer
mimetically to any single object, yet they, too, serve a representational function, or multiple
functions. Spanning the images from edge to edge, these jagged, scabrous marks graphically
unite each design, drawing together the compositions’ multiplex forms, while at the same time
acting as open-ended referential signifiers of thrashing tree branches and coursing wind. Color
also operates on simultaneously abstract and referential levels.
Primrose Hill: Winter Sunshine (fig. 3.6), for example, is an abstraction of smoldering
copper-hued paint filled with clotted black gashes—but the image also arguably evokes
something of winter’s singular rawness, if we interpret the ochre ground as cold, muddy soil, and
the irregular groupings of vertical black slashes as clumps of bare trees. Primrose Hill, Spring
Sunshine (fig. 3.7), which represents the perspective toward the slope as Auerbach witnessed it
while looking up from a corner of the park, feels clearer and fairer of weather than the winter
painting, its bright silvery grey sky full of the chill of a cold spring morning. The open ground in
the lower register glows acrid yellow like the early season’s still-dormant grass, while abstracted
red streaks course violently across the surface in both directions as if carrying crosscurrents of
wind.32 A warmer, calmer atmosphere permeates Primrose Hill: Summer Sunshine (1964; fig.
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“Primrose Hill: Spring Sunshine, 1961-1962/1964,” National Galleries of Scotland, accessed February
1, 2015, https://www.nationalgalleries.org/collection/artists-a-z/a/artist/frank-auerbach/object/primrosehill-spring-sunshine-gma-2847. To explain the painting’s date range, Auerbach has recalled that he

120

3.8), where Auerbach has blocked in the golden sky with a palette knife. Derived from the
artist’s perspective from the top of the summit gazing down over the city below, the painting
gathers the given facts of the view into a classical symmetry of two light bands, sky and ground,
converging on the central axis where the streaks from the other two paintings settle heavily on
the distant skyline. The black vertical of the Post Office Tower, a landmark of the London
skyline, stands tallest on the horizon among the vertical spires that find their spindly echoes in
the clustered red tree trunks below.
Clotted, undulating rivulets or streaks of paint appeared first in a group of Auerbach’s
portrait heads and nudes from 1963-64, when the artist still relied mainly on the core earth
pigments he bought in bulk. Occasionally, he picked up new colors in tubes, which in some cases
he squeezed directly and lavishly onto the board in fat, wormy ribbons. E.O.W. on her Blue
Eiderdown VI (1963; fig. 3.9) shares with Primrose Hill, Spring Sunshine its spectrum of cool
yellow, blue, and white punctuated with black and red. The ribbons of red paint used to define
the contours of the female body within the portrait’s gluey impasto appear again in Spring
Sunshine, where they snake their crimson way around the treetops and over the grass, suggesting
perhaps the shadows on the ground or the movements of clouds in the sky. As the viewer’s eye
perceives the presence of these painted forms, the mind makes associations. (Although, without
knowing the titles, it is conceivable that the unfamiliar viewer could read the E.O.W. painting
and the Primrose Hill as painterly landscapes alike.)
One way Auerbach conjures an expansive spatial depth in the three 1964 Primrose Hill
paintings is by pictorially incorporating the actual paved footpaths that cut and wind across the
hill. When Auerbach went to draw on the spot, the paths must have suggested a strong

originally painted the image in 1961-62 in a range of brown tones, then returned to it 1964 to repaint it in
brighter hues.
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organizing compositional element, a way of linking pictorial space from edge to edge and corner
to corner. A path is also an obvious device for conveying spatial perspective, acting as an
invitation to the viewer, a route for the eye to follow into the picture’s internal world. Auerbach’s
visual solicitations, however, are not so readily undertaken.
In Primrose Hill: Winter Sunshine, for example, a light ochre path switchbacks through
the composition from lower left foreground into the background where it is obscured by the
thicket of lacerated tree trunks and dark paint deposits. But even before the path disappears into
the distance, the black horizontals that run like raised scars across the painting board block its
course like a barbed wire fence. The blood red rivulets in Spring Sunshine, meanwhile, whip and
streak in accordance with the landscape’s forms, drawing the composition together, but at the
same time they distract the viewer from perceiving the unfolding illusion of the landscape with
their emphatic assertion of their own graphic presence. The contradiction between deeply
summoned space and ambiguous material deposits keeps the viewer suspended on perceptual
tenterhooks. This is Auerbach’s representational game. And it is precisely these pictorial
paradoxes, I suggest, that define these landscape paintings’ formidable, discordant sense of place.
The primacy of crude painted matter and the aggressive representational tensions of
Auerbach’s compositions contradict those passive modes of landscape consumption enabled by
traditional pastoral scenes whose stretching vistas unfold unimpeded to the viewer’s gaze. Each
image in the trio of landscapes from 1964 evokes the pictorial convention of the pastoral
prospect with its elevated perspective over the land, but simultaneously obstructs the view that
such a convention promises with material interjections that function simultaneously as abstract
painterly deposits, graphic space slicers, and polysemous figurative referents. David Sylvester
suggested that by the twentieth century the long-shot vista in painting had become a “nostalgic

122

symbol,” replaced by the “will to intimacy” transmitted in modernism’s “predilection for flat and
simple design.”33 Auerbach doesn’t turn away from the allure of the sweeping view, however; he
seeks it out, but he charges its open space with pressure, filling the gap between the viewer’s
perspective and the illusion of the receding landscape with the visceral presence of paint in
thickly spread impasto and gashed, flying streaks. He reimagines his local urban “pasture” as an
occasion for an unprecedentedly modern, activated mode of landscape painting relevant to the
harsh uncertainties of his own place and time. For Auerbach, Primrose Hill was a pastoral
landscape in its context, but it was no timeless idyll. It was here and now, as full of Tennyson’s
“Nature, red in tooth and claw” as nature shows itself to be in London’s sprawling bounds.34
Auerbach bit and scratched right back.

City Grids: Mornington Crescent and the 1960s
Down below Primrose Hill, the Camden streetscape around Auerbach’s studio delivered
its own perceptual stimulation. In the mid-1960s, Auerbach’s shifted his painterly language into
a new formal gear to capture his sensations of the urban maze. The gritty eclecticism of Camden
that Auerbach first came to know in the 1950s and ‘60s had defined the neighborhood’s
character almost from the beginning of its existence. Fashioned as a middle-class residential
suburb in the late eighteenth century, Camden did not enjoy its quiet village status for long
before an army of workers began to lay the tracks of the new London & Birmingham Railway
straight across its neighboring fields. Charles Dickens, who lived in Camden as a child and again
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David Sylvester, “Soutine,” in About Modern Art (1963, revised; New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 2001), 130.
34
The image of “Nature, red in tooth and claw” comes from Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “In
Memorium A.H.H.”
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later in life, described the chaos of the railroad construction in Dombey and Son as the “first
shock of a great earthquake” that “rent the whole neighbourhood to its centre.”35 Consequently
severed by the tracks from Regent’s Park and it elegant mansions, a large section of Camden
morphed into an inner-city suburb where modest brick terrace houses abutted shops and
businesses and some of London’s most popular Vaudeville music halls.36 Parts of the area were
still down-at-heels when Auerbach arrived in 1954, not yet swept up in the gentrification that
arrived in the 1960s following the loosening of building restrictions that encouraged new
residential development alongside rehabilitation of the area’s neglected Georgian buildings.37
One of Camden’s busiest junctures, Mornington Crescent, lies just around the corner
from Auerbach’s studio. Walter Sickert lodged at no. 6 Mornington Crescent from 1905, and
Clarkson Stanfield, a painter friend of Dickens, lived from 1834-41 at no. 36, but neither artist
painted the crescent’s architecture directly. Spencer Gore, a founding member of the Camden
Town Group, rented a room in no. 31 Mornington Crescent from 1909-12 and made several NeoImpressionist-style paintings from the perspective of his window of the residential houses lining
the road and the garden that occupied the crescent’s center (fig. 3.10). By the time Auerbach
moved to the neighborhood, however, the garden had long been demolished. In 1926, the
Camden borough council had sold the land inside the crescent to the Carreras Tobacco Company,
which built over the garden with a factory in the Art Deco Egyptianate style. This hulking
structure, madly over-the-top in its décor, was the first poured concrete building in Britain. It still
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stands today, one of Camden’s most incongruous local exoticisms.38 The factory chimney forms
the towering center of an architectural hodgepodge that spills out from Mornington Crescent’s
north end into the triangular concrete plaza where Camden High Street splits off into Eversholt
Street and is crossed by Crowndale Road. A further mishmash of landmarks surrounds the
intersection, among them the Mornington Crescent Underground station with its façade of shiny
oxblood-glazed tiles, located opposite the Beaux Arts-style Camden Theatre with its rounded
copper dome. In the center of the paved triangle stands a bronze statue of the liberal politician
and trade reformer (and Walter Sickert’s father-in-law) Richard Cobden (1804-65).
When Auerbach moved to Camden, this urban miscellany became his literal and
imaginative terrain. “I haven't painted London to ally myself with some Camden Town Group,”
the artist insists, “but simply because I feel London is this raw thing...this extraordinary,
marvellously unpainted city where whenever somebody tries to get something going they stop
halfway through, and next to it something incongruous occurs...this higgledy-piggledy mess of
a city.”39 The rigorous geometric vocabulary and vivid palette that Auerbach introduces in his
own Camden paintings of the 1960s come together in palimpsest constructions of painted space
derived directly from the artist’s embodied immersion in the built structures, rhythmic tension,
and constant, colorful movement of the streets. Although it was never Auerbach’s purpose to
speak to contemporary culture, so deeply are his streetscape paintings of the 1960s embedded in
the particulars of everyday Camden life that he witnessed there that they also speak implicitly to
concurrent physical and cultural changes transpiring across London more broadly as the city
entered a vibrant new era.
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Some of the Egyptian decoration was removed when the building was converted to offices and renamed
the Greater London House in 1961, but much of the décor was restored in 1996.
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Frank Auerbach, interview with Judith Bumpus, Art and Artists, June 1986, 27.
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The artist made his first sustained attempt to depict the environs of Mornington Crescent
in a group of images beginning in 1965.40 The earliest among these inner-city paintings, such as
Mornington Crescent with the Statue of Sickert’s Father-in-Law (1966; fig. 3.11), carry over the
mixed palette of earth tones and saturated hues from the late building site paintings and the 1964
Primrose Hill pictures discussed in the last section, but deploy these hues to different formal ends.
The force lines that streaked across the landscape in the Primrose Hill paintings are reshaped into
straight, narrow, uniform bars of unblended oil color and repurposed as a kind of skeletal
scaffolding to translate the taut architectural density of Camden’s fully built habitat. The sticky,
undiluted texture of paint remains apparent, but the gestural energy with which Auerbach applies
the medium is carefully controlled as he embeds the linear scaffolds into the thick material
ground. On top of the broadly brushed passages of red and ochre that build up the sky and
ground in the aforementioned Mornington Crescent painting (fig. 3.11), a representational
illusion of the city jolts into vision. Interlocked linear tracks of black, bright red, yellow, dark
blue, and green cross paths in every direction, picking out the reticulated façades of buildings,
edging around streets and pavements, and outlining traffic lights and street lamps. It is as if
Auerbach borrowed Mondrian’s abstract geometry only to toss it out of the studio and back onto
the streets, pressing Mondrian’s “pure” shapes back into explicitly referential service.
The condensed geometry of Auerbach’s Camden landscapes of this period also distantly
links his work to the contemporary abstract painting of American painters Agnes Martin, Sol Le
Witt, and others who extended the serial potential of the modernist grids brought to the fore by
Mondrian and Malevich into their stripped-down Minimalist productions. American curator
Michael Auping has suggested in an essay about Auerbach’s peer Lucian Freud that postwar
40
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Auerbach from 1961 (illustrated in Austin catalogue in Feaver 2009, nos. 116 (study) and 117).
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British figurative art fundamentally diverged from the received American “trajectory of post-war
art founded on a concept of purging pictorial space of almost everything but colour and grid.”41
And yet to look at Auerbach’s Camden landscapes—especially the brightest ones, such as
Mornington Crescent with the Statue of Sickert’s Father-in-Law III, Summer Morning (1966; fig.
3.12)—is to see paintings composed, at least on some fundamental level, of colored grids.
According to art historian Rosalind Krauss in her seminal account from 1979, “Grids,” the grid
was a concept “emblematic of the modernist ambition in the visual arts” since the earliest years
of the twentieth century. “The grid,” Krauss writes, “states the autonomy of the realm of art.
Flattened, geometricized, ordered, it is antinatural, antimimetic, antireal.”42
But Auerbach had already grasped the formal possibilities of the grid in the city’s reallife steel grids and reticulated façades in his 1950s building site paintings, extracting and
abstracting these forms from the London landscape in order to reformulate them in his complex
representational paintings. In the ‘60s it almost becomes a sly joke, the way Auerbach invokes
the vocabulary of Minimalism and its ultimate emblem of pure abstraction in the grid, but always
in the service of an abstracted mode of representation still maximally engaged with the
particulars of the streets around him. Never placed simply parallel to the picture plane, his “grids”
interpenetrate at angles to evoke dimensional structures which read as abstract, and yet
illusionistically recede and project in pictorial space in a manner true to the actual, observable
distribution of forms and voids in Mornington Crescent as seen from Auerbach’s embodied
perspectives. Willfully cultivating the tension between surface and depth, Auerbach’s landscapes
stubbornly reject Minimalism’s aesthetic pretensions to autonomy and flatness. Whereas reality
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is “crowded out” in Krauss’ account of the grid and replaced by the “lateral spread of a single
surface,” Auerbach crams his Camden Town paintings with multi-directional planes and as much
real, factual information about the city as he can translate and preserve in his modern pictorial
language. On one level, Auerbach’s sticky, molded paint keeps the viewers’ eye glued to the
surface, and yet the compositions and content of Auerbach’s images remain representational in
that they derive from the artist’s observed experience of the actual site.
Auerbach’s colorful, layered Camden mazes, for instance, are full of prosaic detail, even
if only of the sort that an inhabitant of Mornington Crescent would know or care about—while
they simultaneously assume the locational identity of that detail into the locally painted
particulars of the composition. Consider the plenum of pictorial fact embedded in the urban heap
of the first Mornington Crescent with the Statue of Sickert’s Father-in-Law (fig. 3.11). Bright
yellow highlights keep the eye jumping, scanning the intersection as the viewer feels her way
through the Crescent’s jungle of urban signs and signals. Red and black gridded sections denote
the façades of the site’s buildings; topped with vertical chimneys or exposed beams, they wedge
together at angles to form the low monoliths of the structures lining the roads that extend from
the crescent. In the lower center, overlapping obtuse triangles outlined in black show the sharp
pavement corners that jut into the choke of traffic lanes. The tall ochre and blue verticals
implanted in the triangles demarcate the intersection’s lampposts and signal lights. A lantern that
hangs off a building in the foreground glows, pure yellow outlined in black, in the upper right
corner. Beneath it, a space opens up between buildings where one of the intersecting roads
travels into the distance, inviting the viewer’s eye into the cityscape that recedes beyond the
syncopated surface. A red semi-circle in the top left, signifying the copper dome of the
Edwardian-era Camden Theatre, rises up to interrupt the linearity. The statue of Sickert’s father-

128

in-law on its pedestal is unclear, but may be buried in ochre somewhere in the tangled midground at left, where it would stand in the actual crescent intersection as viewed from this angle.
In the lower right, the two dark green diagonals join together like an isosceles triangle to form a
stick figure, bizarrely disproportioned with long straight legs and a virtually nonexistent torso.
The being, which embodies the crescent’s pedestrian presence, strides straight toward the edge of
the picture plane as if to disappear from view in another split second. Nearly all of Auerbach’s
urban landscapes from this point forward include the visible presence of one or more vestigial
human figures, but never as the central subject. Out of doors, Auerbach’s figures are never
identifiable as the named people he paints in the studio, and carry none of the distinct features of
the individuals who move hauntingly through Kossoff’s landscapes, as I examine in the next
chapter. For Auerbach, a figural presence provides a sense of scale, but functions even more
essentially as a sign that his painterly spaces are metaphorically lived-in and living.
Although Auerbach’s paintings maintain a fundamental connection to the landscapes they
are inspired by—in their titles, specific forms, and the jagged formal commotion of their pictorial
spaces—in the end it matters not whether the viewer of Auerbach’s landscapes is familiar with
this Camden corner. Absorbed into Auerbach’s unified stylistic and material language,
Mornington Crescent’s conglomeration of particulars is transmuted into an image that carries the
local attributes of the site as it also transcends them to evoke the dazzling, overwhelming
perceptual sensations of the modern city as a whole.
For the painter, however, the site remains the enduring ground of invention. Robert
Hughes argued that the colorful life of the Camden streetscape was what ultimately unleashed
Auerbach’s palette from the dominant earth tones of earlier years. “[U]nder the influence of the
more variegated colour of out-of-doors—the red of traffic-lights, green of awnings and yellow of
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signs, no less than the vaster and more subtle effects of natural light in the park, [his colour]
opened out in a way that it might not have done had he kept it, and himself, indoors,” Hughes
writes. “He was freer to imagine colour; and this liberty would before long be fed back into the
figures and faces.”43 If one painting exemplifies Auerbach’s full chromatic breakthrough, it is the
aforementioned Mornington Crescent with the Statue of Sickert’s Father-in-law III, Summer
Morning, (fig. 3.12). Not a moment of rest relieves the viewer’s eye from the matrix of terre vert,
red, and electric blue that flashes through the painting’s cadmium yellow field. Each hue exists
in an abstract relationship to the actual object of its representation, but the planes, shapes and
angles conjure Mornington Crescent’s particular contours, features, and depths of field within the
high-keyed whole.
Auerbach’s Camden paintings of the 1960s have never been considered in relation to the
wider socioeconomic and cultural contexts of that era. But all over London, things were bright.
The economy was flourishing, the welfare state established free healthcare and other public
services, and weekly earnings and spending power climbed. A prosperous and self-confident new
generation of London youth reclaimed the city’s streets as the parade ground of creative
expression, political activism, and sexual liberation.44 Concurrently, the city’s population was
vastly transformed with the immigration of hundreds of thousands of citizens from Britain’s
former Commonwealth countries—a shift of enormously complex consequences for London, as I
discuss vis-à-vis Kossoff’s paintings in Chapter 4. TIME magazine famously put its finger on the
pulse of public fashion, immortalizing the zeitgeist in a banner on the cover of its April 1966
issue: “LONDON—The Swinging City” (fig. 3.13). With this dynamic declaration—juxtaposed
with Geoffrey Dickinson’s cover illustration, a cartoon assembly of London icons from Big Ben
43
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to the red Routemaster bus—London, in the eyes of the international media, was suddenly the
coolest city in the world. “In this century every decade has its city,” the London correspondent
proclaimed:
During the shell-shocked 1940s thrusting New York led the way, and in the uneasy 50s it was the heady Rome of La Dolce Vita. Today it is London, a city
steeped in tradition, seized by change, liberated by affluence, graced by daffodils
and anemones, so green with parks and squares that, as the saying goes, you can
walk across it on the grass. In a decade dominated by youth, London has burst
into bloom. It swings, it is the scene.45
Across the board, British art of the ‘60s emphatically pivoted toward the colorful and the
urban. A London spirit, manifest in the advent of Pop art and new geometric modes of
abstraction swept in to supplant the 1950s dominance of the St. Ives artists, late NeoRomanticism, and Social Realism. The famous Situation exhibition of 1960 at London’s Royal
Society of British Artists (RBA) Galleries and the New Generation show at the Whitechapel
Gallery in 1964 heralded the pared-down new modes of abstract painting, while critic and
curator Lawrence Alloway’s Young Contemporaries exhibition at the Royal College of Art in
1961 mounted the first real showing of Pop, a term Alloway invented.46 Included among these
“Young Contemporaries” were Allen Jones, Derek Boshier, and the then-art student David
Hockney, whose entries included his Doll Boy (1960-61) and The Third Love Painting (1960).
Interestingly, Auerbach served as a judge of the “Young Contemporaries,” along with Alloway
and sculptor Anthony Caro.47 In the catalogue, Alloway remarked on the urban lifeblood linking
these young artists based in the capital and highlighted their use of “techniques of graffiti and the
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imagery of mass communication.” “For these artists,” Alloway wrote, “the creative act is
nourished on the urban environment they have always lived in.”48
Most surveys of twentieth-century British art draw a sharp line in the sand between the
“modernist realism” of Auerbach, Kossoff, and their peers Bacon and Freud on one hand, and
their younger Pop art contemporaries of the 1960s on the other.49 Robert Hughes has remarked
that in the 1960s and 1970s, Auerbach’s work seemed blatantly out of step with its time. “In the
late 1960s and early Seventies, as he was moving toward maturity as a painter, his isolation was
especially severe,” Hughes writes.50 Peter Fuller, a conservative art critic and editor even more
given to polemic, measured Auerbach against his younger peers and judged his realism to be the
superior aesthetic mode:
Auerbach was utterly unaffected by the new fashions. Like Bomberg before him,
he stood for an older, and I would say better artistic ethic. None of the concerns of
the moment seemed to interest him at all. His art sprang out of his immediate
relationship to the persons, things and places who constituted his day-to-day
London life. He has always regarded television as a 'barbarous invention', and
there is no indication that things American have had the slightest effect on his
development as a painter. He was indifferent to the stance of ‘commercialism’
and ‘professionalism’, so loudly vaunted by the shallow painters of the ‘Pop’ and
‘Situation’ tendencies. But Auerbach continued, daily, to grow as an artist,
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nurturing himself through his relentless fidelity to the practice of drawing, and
through an ever-deepening, enriching and enabling sense of tradition.51
Fuller goes on to blame the Independent Group, Abstract Expressionism, and Pop for the
limited appreciation of Auerbach’s early work, claiming that the debuts of these movements and
their enthusiastic British receptions “heralded rapid cultural changes which ensured that
[Auerbach’s] genius did not receive its due for more than twenty years.”52 But Fuller undermines
his own mulish position when he acknowledges that Auerbach’s painting is literally and topically
of its time: an everyday art of “day-to-day London life.” His position vis-à-vis Auerbach is not
unique; since the artist received belated recognition in the late 1970s and 1980s, his work has
been characterized as conservative.53 But a more generous appraisal of Auerbach’s work reveals
that it has more in common with the art of its era than scholars have previously considered—as
well as more profoundly meaningful differences than merely a conservative allegiance to
tradition. To be sure, his art remains gleefully stuck in the medium of oil on board as newer art
forms based in mechanical means of reproduction, performance, and mass media insistently
blurred the boundaries between fine and popular arts. But the medium-specificity of Auerbach’s
paintings did not make them any less engaged with everyday life.
It is hard to imagine two more disparate aesthetic strands than the coarse and handwrought painterly surfaces of Auerbach on one hand, and the cool, mass culture imagery of his
younger Pop art contemporaries on the other. And yet the urban pulse, bold design, and
polychromatic brio of Auerbach’s mid-1960s landscapes bring his work into an unexpected, even
if superficial dialogue with the Pop aesthetic. Auerbach’s paintings of this period do begin to
incorporate more explicit signs of everyday urban life and metropolitan motion with their cars,
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street signs, and pedestrian crossings. But the more interesting link is in the different ways
Auerbach and the Pop artists each merge contemporary representational content with elements of
abstractly colored form and design. Richard Hamilton’s Interior (1964-65; fig. 3.14), for instance,
deploys receding planes of pure red, yellow, and green similar to Auerbach’s bright 1966
Mornington Crescent painting to establish the illusionistic floor and wall space of his impeccably
furnished living room collage. But where Hamilton borrows the flat mechanical technique of
screen printing to express his modern subject matter, Auerbach never veers from foregrounding
the tactile medium of paint.
I do not mean to suggest any antagonism between these contemporaries. Auerbach has
expressed admiration for the formal urgency of works by his Pop-associated colleagues including
Hockney, Hamilton, and Patrick Caulfield.54 But Auerbach himself embraced the “found” signs
of everyday life because he found them in the landscape of Camden all around. Auerbach’s and
Kossoff’s pictures are buoyed by the daily life of the city, but they pay no conscious heed to the
culture of consumerism or technology-driven advances. Where the Pop paintings of Hamilton or
Allen Jones, for example, level a critique to consumer culture (sometimes overt, sometimes
ambiguous), Auerbach and Kossoff absorb contemporary reality without judging its contents.
Their canon of London imagery is personal, rooted in lived experience and their living
engagement with pictorial history. Where Pop asserts its up-to-the-moment contemporaneity by
appropriating imagery from popular mass culture, Auerbach and Kossoff evoke the vitality of
their present moment as an intrinsic aspect of their working methods, developed in response to
their subjects’ own living flux, while avoiding the iconic trappings of any single historical
moment. The material and sensual force of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s paintings revolts against
54
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all things streamlined and readymade—because perception is not instantaneous, but personal,
accumulative, and enduring. Auerbach’s Mornington Crescent paintings are neither collaged
substitutions for the everyday Camden landscape nor mimetic “pictures,” but painted equivalents
of the forms and intractable energies of the surrounding streets that kept drawing him out of the
studio.

Metamorphosis: 1960s to 1970s
London was more than sharp edges and solid masses. By the late 1960s, Auerbach found
himself wishing to channel more organic movement and a sensation of London’s mercurial
weather into his paintings. And so he followed the well-worn route back to Primrose Hill with its
“massy, turning, pillowey, featherbeddy convolutions of earth and sky,” as if relieved on these
occasions to cast the streets’ unyielding geometry back to the wind and trees and winding
paths.55 Auerbach’s Primrose Hill paintings of the late 1960s and ‘70s demonstrate the painter’s
increased drive to harness the mutability of nature into his images while also conveying a more
formally grounded sense of place. Two significant, interrelated developments in Auerbach’s
working process in the late 1960s attend the expressive changes we can trace in his landscapes of
this period. As much as the transformations in the artist’s process and formal approach relate to
his perceptual experience of the city, these changes also coincide, as I explore, with a period in
which the artist was intensely studying the Old Masters—Titian’s mythologies after Ovid’s
Metamorphoses in particular.
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The shifts in Auerbach’s landscape praxis relate in large part, I believe, to the artist’s
changing patterns of engagement with his London sites. First, the physical proximity of the
Camden locations he restricted himself to from the 1960s meant that he could return easily and
frequently to draw them—an advantage of convenience that soon grew into a daily routine of
making a new drawing of the subject outdoors each day. Second, Auerbach stopped building up
his paintings in accumulated strata of medium in the mid-to-late 1960s and began instead to
scrape the paint down to the surface of the board after each working session in order to re-paint
the image entirely the next time. Whereas Auerbach’s technique of realizing an image through
layering and burying via ongoing material manipulation in the 1950s complemented the dual
forces of construction and demolition enacted at the actual building sites, the strategy of
“creative destruction” via material removal from the 1960s no longer mirrored the visibly
apparent processes occurring in the landscape itself. Rather, I wish to suggest, the destructive
aspect of Auerbach’s creative process, from the 1960s forward, is a strategy that evolved in
response to the fleeting effects of the local landscape he witnessed day after day, and his desire
to produce a fresh response to the site every time he returned to the related work in progress. The
new process of scraping off the paint every day allowed for the continual possibility of fresh
discovery, as it required him to realize a new formal synthesis of his accumulated sensory
knowledge of the site with each daily re-beginning.56
The artist might have made five or six preparatory drawings for a building site painting in
the 1950s, but from the later 1960s and ‘70s the number went up to two or three hundred.57
Retracing his steps to the site, he situates himself in relation to familiar anchors (trees, post boxes,
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shop signs) and begins a new drawing. “I can’t really start a painting in the morning until I’ve
done a drawing,” Auerbach has stated. “I feel dissatisfied with what I’m doing, so I go out and
try to notice some fact I haven’t seen before, and once I’ve been provided with a reason for
changing my picture, I can come back to the studio and change it…usually it is a new sensation
of proportion or connection, often revealed by the light.”58 He draws first in monochrome, in
pencil or black ink, and sometimes goes over the images a second or third time, either to
reinforce the forms, or to add color with colored pencils, oil pastels, or ink pens.59 (It should be
clarified that Auerbach’s landscape drawings are not intended to be independent works of art.
They differ in that regard from the large-scale charcoal-on-paper portrait drawings Auerbach has
made, which he works and re-works like the paintings, rubbing them out repeatedly.)
Returning to the studio, the artist scrapes the previous day’s painting onto the floor with a
palette knife, or wipes and blots the surface of the board with rags or newspaper. Only the
ghostly traces of the previous image remain as he begins the painting again. “It does not seem to
me some existential form of destruction,” Auerbach says of his method. “It’s just my way of
working. Every time I scrape it all off I know a bit more.”60 In the course of a single painting, he
might draw the same tree in full leaf in the summer and as a bare skeleton in the winter. The next
spring the leaves would reappear, and Auerbach says he kids himself that he knows the tree
better, having painted it undressed.61 Auerbach has admitted that the physical labor required to
complete the landscape paintings surpasses that of the portraits made before the model in the
studio:
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There’s a further degree of abandon when I’m doing the landscapes because I’m
absolutely on my own. And what is more I actually find the landscapes, although
they’re not enormous, a tremendous physical effort because that particular size
and the way I work means putting up a whole image, and dismantling it and
putting up another whole image, which is actually physically extremely strenuous,
and I don’t think I’ve ever finished a landscape without a six or seven hour bout
of work.62
The final image is born in one extended session, the whole expansive surface covered in an
already practiced, now spontaneously performed choreography of marks.
Drawing the subject each day is a means of visual concentration and information
gathering. But more than that, drawing is what enables Auerbach to channel his own changing
perceptions of the landscape into the artistic process freshly each day. Michael Podro is one of
the few writers explicitly to state the symbiotic connection between Auerbach’s intensified
patterns of engagement with the landscape and his process of representing it: “The streets
observed day by day, as their buildings alter or the light changes according to season, become
entwined with the routines of painting.”63
A suite of drawings of Primrose Hill made in 1967-68 announces the unprecedented
freedom of Auerbach’s draftsmanship in these years (figs. 3.15; 3.16). In this case, Auerbach
depicted the hill from a corner of the park looking up toward the summit. After quickly capturing
the structural diagram of the hill’s curve, his pencil turns to notate other moving forms and
forces. “There are no lines in nature, where everything is continuous,” Balzac’s character
Frenhofer reminds us in The Unknown Masterpiece.64 And so Auerbach, like all draftsmen,
urgently invents them. Pencil marks fly, careen and skip across the page in parallel dashes,
scratchy spasms and defining sweeps. They do not simply represent objects seen, these marks;
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they strive to capture the landscape’s total momentary state of being: the bracing thrust of wind
that bends the tree trunks, the brightness of sunrays, and the shifting patterns of clouds.
For centuries, the act of putting graphite or ink to paper has been recognized as an artistic
method of singular immediacy, implying a directly flowing physical connection between the
artist’s hand and the world. As art historian David Rosand has described, a drawn line draws not
only toward the external subject of representation, but also refers back to the artist’s generating
physical gestures.65 The challenge for Auerbach was how to translate drawing’s capacity to
record his immediate experience of the landscape into his finished oil paintings. The solution
was to start the painting again every time he returned to it. The drawing sheets’ forms and spaces
directly stimulate the movements of the brush, and the rapidity of his own drawn lines finds an
answer in the fluidity and chromatic range of oil paint. “[W]hat I see is what I was looking at
when I did the drawing and it reminds me of it….I see the sunlight and the trees and the hill so I
paint from these by looking at the drawing,” Auerbach explains. 66
Auerbach’s Primrose Hill paintings of c. 1967-68 crackle with the visible evidence of the
artist’s heightened commitment to freshness and immediacy. Whereas the 1960s paintings I
discussed in the framework of the four seasons conjure a sense of physical immediacy through
their heavily-wrought impasto textures and clotted gestures, here freshness emerges from the
palpable evidence of the painter’s quickly moving brushwork during the single hours-long
session of repainting. The surface of the painting constitutes a direct record of the painting’s
making via each successive deposit and stroke. Every discrete mark, laid down rapidly in
response to the artist’s perceptions of the actual landscape, fuses at the last into a precarious
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spatial illusion of place. Boldly and fluidly manipulated across the board, the paint often appears
still as wet as the day it was made.
Sometimes, the abstracted weather of Auerbach’s paint and the representation of literal
weather out-of-doors visually collide. Black paint smeared and swirled with white conjures a
fast-moving stormy sky in the upper register of Primrose Hill (1968; fig. 3.17). The frenetic lines
from the more than fifty related on-site drawings Auerbach produced for this image (figs. 3.15,
3.16), meanwhile, become jagged vectors like children’s’ drawings of lightning bolts hurtling
through the sky. Whereas the extended linear streaks in the 1960s paintings were layered in
puckered and scabrous impasto, here the artist lays them down on the freshly scraped surface in a
single quick-fire burst. The compositional function of these marks remains as multifariously
abstract and representational as before. Blunt multi-directional slashes of blue and red gathered
on the horizon indicate rough clumps of trees, while the two bright blue parallel lines cutting
across the foreground demarcate the diagonal descent of a pavement path. Blue vertical
lampposts line the receding path, their bulbs glowing a dim yellow. The black zag in the sky
derives specifically from Auerbach’s position standing on the hill looking up through thrashing
tree branches; in the painting, it becomes a volt of dark energy, shooting down from the top left
corner and back up again, carving an open window onto the storm-streaked sky.
Writing about Auerbach’s paintings of this period, art historian Michael Podro insisted
that “The strong paint marks, considered as marks on the surface, were never something with
their own interest. … Auerbach said in answer to a question that they do not exist as marks for
him, which perhaps indicates that they are not things which he looks at for themselves, but for
the features and continuities they suggest.”67 The notations Auerbach invents to express his
67
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perception of the landscape’s “features and continuities” chime also with the contemporaneous
theories of Rudolf Arnheim, whose text Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative
Eye was read frequently in British art schools in the late 1950s and ‘60s. Arnheim’s main
contribution to the study of perception was his insistence that seeing is not a passive act, but an
“eminently active occupation.” “Vision,” he writes, “is not a mechanical recording of elements
but rather the apprehension of significant structural patterns.”68 Auerbach’s own procedure of
translating his perceptions into semi-abstracted marks and structural patterns corresponds to the
aesthetic strategies that Arnheim calls “Leveling” and “Sharpening.” “Leveling,” Arnheim writes,
“is characterized by such devices as unification, enhancement of symmetry, reduction of
structural features, repetition, dropping of non-fitting detail, elimination of obliqueness.
Sharpening enhances differences, stresses obliqueness. Leveling and sharpening in general occur
together in the same drawing.”69 Auerbach’s means of notating a landscape’s features work in
both directions, “leveling” and “sharpening” his sensations of the environment’s observed
properties into a visually coherent, yet tensely animated representation. Slashing emphatically
across the composition, the “lightning bolts” in the 1968 Primrose Hill painting, for instance,
seem to act as both “leveling” and “sharpening” devices, locking in the greater structural design
of the painting and expressing the relationships of form, movement, weather and light recorded
in the artist’s daily drawings.
Michael Podro, reflecting on Auerbach’s “violent zig-zag pattern of brushstrokes”
concludes that “the surface pattern and the landscape are perceptually incompatible, and we have
to adjust to the point where the pattern can be ‘seen past’ and accommodated within the
configuration of trees and hills. There seems a hair's breadth between keeping the perceptual
68
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adjustment and losing it.”70 I want to suggest, however, that this perceptual hair’s breadth is the
representational tension at the heart of Auerbach’s work. What Podro calls Auerbach’s violent
and “perceptually incompatible” surface patterns do disrupt the viewer’s ability to clench hold
visually of the depicted landscape—and yet, these abstracted “incompatibilities” and our
perceptual “adjustment” to them are what make Auerbach’s paintings so visually compatible
with the complexity of lived experience. What is seeing, after all, but a process of ongoing
perceptual adjustment as we move through space, perpetually measuring our changing
relationship to the shifting forms and forces of the world around us?
The clear, cold blue swirled with white in the sky of Primrose Hill, Autumn Morning (fig.
3.18) shines with as much ostensible naturalism as the stormy sky of the previously discussed
image. The uncanny yellow field that fills the bottom half of the picture plane, however, glows
so brightly that it seems to project from the surface, actively resisting its representational role as
the landscape’s receding ground. A barrage of dark blue and yellow volts shaped like “V’s” and
“W’s” slash over and across the deposits of bright red concentrated on the horizon line. It is at
once a representation of a landscape and an abstraction of Crayola-box primary colors. The
yellow ground, as Robert Hughes points out, is “literally primrose—as suffused with yellow as
Arles or Collioure.”71
With this flourish of geographical shorthand, Hughes likens Auerbach’s Primrose Hill
paintings to the radiant modern landscapes of Van Gogh and Matisse. Catherine Lampert has
alternately related the brightness and emphatic gesture of Auerbach’s Primrose Hill paintings of
this period to “the éclat, radiant colour and thrust of the strokes” in de Kooning’s abstract
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landscapes such as Suburb in Havana (1958; fig. 3.19).72 T.J. Clark submits the same connection
to de Kooning in his own recent catalogue essay on Auerbach, and also compares Primrose Hill,
Autumn Morning to van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows (1890; fig. 3.20). The consonances
among all three paintings by de Kooning, Auerbach, and van Gogh are compelling indeed, with
their shared combinations of stark horizons, blue skies, bright yellow grounds, and zig-zagging
animation of flying bolts or birds, not to mention the tactile qualities of their paint. Colin
Wiggins has suggested yet other precedents, pointing out that the square formats and starkly
geometric horizontal registers of earth and sky in the Primrose Hill paintings are reminiscent of
the Dutch landscapes Auerbach admires in the National Gallery of London by Jacob Ruisdael,
Albert Cuyp, and especially the almost geometrically stacked rectangles of sky and ground that
comprise Phillips Koninck’s An Extensive Landscape with a Road by a River (1655; fig. 3.21).73
(The name “Auerbach,” incidentally means “flood meadow brook,” a fortuitous geographical
echo of the Dutch landscapes the painter affectionately regards.)
It is possible that these particular images by van Gogh, de Kooning, and Koninck were
jostling in the folds of Auerbach’s mind when he came to paint Primrose Hill in his brightestever blues and yellows in 1968. “There is perhaps no living artist more wholeheartedly in accord
with Cézanne’s dictum that ‘the path to Nature lies through the Louvre, and to the Louvre

72

Lampert 2015, 147. T.J. Clark, “On Frank Auerbach,” in Frank Auerbach, exh. cat., ed., Catherine
Lampert (London: Tate Enterprises Ltd., 2015), 9. Clark notes in his footnotes that Suburb in Havana
appeared in a retrospective exhibition of de Kooning at the Tate Gallery in 1958, but Auerbach also could
have seen reproductions of this and other de Kooning paintings earlier in books.
73
Colin Wiggins traces the appearance of such a boldly divided composition to Auerbach’s earliest
Primrose Hill paintings from the 1950s. As Auerbach pointed out to Wiggins, it was not only other
landscape images that helped him to work out his own landscape compositions. A portrait, a religious
painting, or anything with a strong plastic discipline could suggest a road of ingress when the painter
found himself stuck in a compositional thicket. Wiggins 1995, 10. See also Colin Wiggins, “Frank
Auerbach and the Old Masters,” Modern Painters 3, no. 3 (Autumn 1990): 34.

143

through Nature’,” Robert Hughes declared of Auerbach.74 The National Gallery had long since
become another home for Auerbach, one that traversed national and temporal bounds. The
repository of images he studied and drew from there on a weekly basis were instrumental in
shaping his way of seeing and representing the facts of his own world. With that in mind, I want
to suggest that Auerbach’s lambent blue and his square landscape compositions with blocky
zones of earth and sky in the Primrose Hill paintings of the late 1960s relate to an art-historical
precedent that he was looking at with particularly close attention during this period: Titian.
From 1967-69, the National Gallery of London embarked on an extensive cleaning of
Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne (1520-23; fig. 3.22), long one of the crown jewels of the
collection.75 The revelation of Titian’s blue astonished the Gallery’s patrons most of all. The
removal of an old amber varnish revealed Titian’s true and exuberant colors, above all in the
ultramarine sky—a pigment derived from pure lapis lazuli, a blue appropriate to mythologies and
dreams. The unveiling of the image’s colors also shed a clarifying light on Titian’s composition,
with its Bacchanalian revelers tumbling into just the kind of starkly divided landscape adopted
by Auerbach in his contemporary renderings of Primrose Hill. Titian’s pictorial drama centers on
the space between the scorned Ariadne at left (her lover Theseus can be seen sailing away from
the shore of Naxos) and the love-struck Bacchus, who leaps from his chariot, cape flying, to
close the gap between them. Out of this cloud-parted firmament—a space as charged as the
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lightning-windows over Auerbach’s two Primrose Hill paintings (figs. 3.17, 3.18)—the mythic
pair’s new love rises literally out of the blue.
In 1965, Auerbach had been presented with an unusual proposition to engage with
Titian’s paintings. David Wilkie, an insurance clerk and art enthusiast in London, had
encountered Auerbach’s work at the Beaux Arts Gallery in 1956.76 He would have seen
Auerbach’s expansive interpretation of Rembrandt’s Lamentation in that first one-man show (cf.
fig. 2.42). Possibly he was also aware of the artist’s habit of haunting the National Gallery’s
rooms early in the mornings. When Wilkie made contact with Auerbach nearly a decade later, he
approached the painter with a commission, challenging him to create an original response to
Titian, whose art Wilkie had discovered in Rome when he was stationed there at the end of
World War II. Intrigued by the invitation to face Titian head-on, paint-to-paint, Auerbach
accepted the commission. Wilkie’s first request, for Auerbach to make a version of Titian’s
Tarquin and Lucretia (1570-76), led to another assignment, and then another, comprising three
Titian-related projects for Wilkie over a period of eight years.77 The conditions of their
production (Auerbach did not typically work to commission) and proscribed subject matters
make the paintings something of an anomaly in Auerbach’s oeuvre, and this is how the literature
to-date has generally approached them.78
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Auerbach’s third Titian commission for Wilkie was to paint an original translation of
Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne (1971). But it was the second commission that actually took
Auerbach out of doors. For this project, Wilkie challenged Auerbach to devise a theme that
Titian plausibly could have painted. Auerbach did not have to search far for inspiration. He
chose as the theme for his Titianesque invention a rarely depicted passage from Ovid’s
Metamorphoses that immediately follows the Ovidian episode Titian himself depicts in his
Diana and Callisto (1556-59; fig. 3.23) a painting that had hung in the National Gallery of
London on loan since 1945.79 The mythological episode Titian’s and Auerbach’s two paintings
recount is rife with anguish.
Of all the goddess Diana’s attendants, Callisto was her favorite. Jupiter, having taken a
fancy to the beautiful and chaste nymph, disguised himself as Diana to gain Callisto’s trust
before raping her. Many months later, as Diana bathed with her entourage after a hunt, Callisto’s
pregnancy was revealed to the goddess. Outraged, Diana banished her. This is the moment of
cruelty depicted with such devastating clarity by Titian in Diana and Callisto, where the
enthroned goddess points her convicting finger—located at the dead center of Titian’s
composition—at the collapsed woman with the swollen belly. Ovid’s narrative then goes on to
recount how Jupiter’s wife, Juno, driven to fury by her husband’s infidelity, sealed the cast-out
Callisto’s fate by transforming her into a bear, thus separating her from her newborn son, Arcus.
For the Wilkie commission, Auerbach picked up the thread of the narrative when the bear
Callisto, wandering through the woods some years later, recognized Arcus—by then the king of
the region called Arcadia in his honor—and began to approach him. But just as the fearless
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young hunter Arcus drew his spear to kill his mother, Jupiter swept in to transport both mother
and son on a whirlwind into the sky, immortalizing them there as the constellations the Great
Bear, Ursa Major, and the Smaller Bear, Ursa Minor. It was this instant of metamorphosis—the
very moment of transfiguration from earthbound form to celestial apotheosis—that Auerbach
elected to depict. He called his painting The Origin of the Great Bear (1967-68; fig. 3.24).
In The Origin of the Great Bear, Auerbach embeds Ovid’s mythical narrative in a
gleaming field of yellow paint. The inspiration for Auerbach’s setting was no mythic invention,
however, but the local Arcadia of Hampstead Heath—another elevated North London parkland,
two miles north of Mornington Crescent. Auerbach had shared a room in Hampstead when he
first arrived in London in the late 1940s, and he and Kossoff drew on the nearby Heath during
the summer holidays from art school in the early 1950s.80 (John Constable, of course, is the artist
whose name is indelibly associated with the Heath, where he painted many of his most beloved
cloud studies and pastoral sketches.81) To some degree, the setting overtook the Ovidian
narrative in Auerbach’s imagination. “However lax or non-existent was my study of the myth,”
Auerbach admits, “I must have gone to Hampstead Heath one or two hundred times in the early
morning. I used to see [the Labour politician] Michael Foot walking his dog, and look down
upon the ponds and on the Royal Free Hospital being built (on the right hand side—there is even
a crane) and then scattered my mythological properties over the Heath….”82
The glowing, vigorously brushed yellow sky and yellow earth in the painting converge on
a distant horizon, where a cityscape rises in a quick-brushed matrix of multi-hued horizontal and
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vertical strokes. With careful deposits of blue-white, Auerbach even follows the traditional
practice of using blue to evoke atmospheric perspective, underscoring the distance of the far-off
city skyline. The most visible allusion to Auerbach’s Ovidian source is the open-swept green and
blue shape in the upper left corner: Jupiter in the form of an eagle, represented in winging
sweeps of dark green and blue, with two linear dashes for legs. The Jupiter form swoops down
toward the dark, horizontal squiggle on the left edge, which Auerbach has identified as the body
of the fallen Callisto. The small red stick figure striding forth on the right, semi-concealed
behind a backwards “Z,” Auerbach has identified as the cipher of Diana, her position based on
those early morning sketches of Michael Foot on the Heath.83 Red flecks and daubs on the left
crest of the horizon—Auerbach’s version of Diana’s hunting hounds—swarm about the fallen
body. On the upper right, a red triangular shape—perhaps the crane Auerbach noted—rises up
like an arrow pointing to a scattering of seven blue-white daubs: the myth’s new constellation of
stars, shining over London.
While his knowledge of the myth was certainly not “non-existent,” Auerbach apparently
was not exaggerating about his lax study. His inclusion of Diana with her hounds in The Great
Bear suggests that he was studying the Titians in the National Gallery more enthusiastically than
his Ovid. In addition to Titian’s Diana and Callisto, the National Gallery of London also owns
the artist’s Ovidian poèsies Diana and Actaeon (1556-59) and The Death of Actaeon (1559-75;
fig. 3.25), which depict the sequential narrative moments when the goddess Diana is discovered
by the mortal hunter Actaeon while she is bathing in the nude, and then exacts her furious
revenge on him. The Death of Actaeon depicts the terrible moment when Diana turns Actaeon
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into a stag, and shows the hunter, having become the hunted, being mauled by his own hounds.
This gut-churning vision must have worked its way into Auerbach’s imagination, too, as he
developed his composition for The Origin of the Great Bear. The visual thrust from right to left
of Auerbach’s vigorous brushwork in the Great Bear is a mirror reversal of Diana’s hunting
charge from left to right across Titian’s The Death of Actaeon.84
But the crucial link between Titian’s The Death of Actaeon and Auerbach’s The Origin of
the Great Bear is the fact that both images dare to represent a narrative moment of formal
metamorphosis. Titian, to depict Diana’s beastly transformation of Actaeon, represents Actaeon
as hybrid figure with a stag head’s and a human body. It was Auerbach’s own ingenuity, and the
advantage of his twentieth-century sensibility to abstraction, to realize a medium of
metamorphosis in the medium of paint itself. Paint, in the Great Bear, is color and mass, but it is
also the mechanism of movement and change. The artist exploits the representational capacities
of his medium, but also its intrinsic propensity to express forms in flux. Through detached, flying
strokes, pulsating color combinations, and open-ended, shape-shifting forms, Auerbach’s field of
paint transforms before the viewer’s eyes into a landscape of dizzying animation. It is a painted
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landscape and an abstracted landscape of paint, metamorphosing between these conditions at
every next glance. What the artist realizes is a kind of painting in which paint mysteriously,
fluidly enacts the subject of a landscape itself.
Catherine Lampert has previously identified a shift in Auerbach’s work toward a greater
sense of changing form between c.1975 and 1978: “Possibly he found himself looking for ways
of making his landscapes and figure pictures more capable of showing the metamorphoses of
moving objects.”85 But as I have argued in the previous pages, an impulse to greater movement
in the landscapes is first apparent, I believe, in the Primrose Hill images of the late 1960s that
Auerbach produced exactly at the time he was engaging with explicit themes of metamorphosis
in the Titian commission. The shift to a new complexity of pictorial design and dynamic internal
movement in the 1960s manifests in all of Auerbach’s landscape paintings from this point
forward.
His 1978 Primrose Hill (fig. 3.26), for instance, is an explosive visual realization of his
aim to produce “a unity within a multiplicity of pieces of evidence.”86 The landscape’s specific
distribution of forms is reconstituted more clearly than ever in Auerbach’s paintings of this
period, even as the site’s colors, movements, and orders of gravity, as Auerbach has explained,
are “transposed into a different key.”87 The abstracted zig-zag bolts of previous years are deftly
integrated into the specific representational features of the composition. Individual brushstrokes
encompass change in their very bearing, becoming something else when they finish as when they
started. The jagged, red, orange and green slashes that jolt through this painting, for instance,
both define the forms of the landscape and convey its convulsive energy. See how these colored
vectors delineate the contours of the threshing trees below, then double back to define the edges
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of the larger, vigorously brushed darker shapes above, which might be tree canopies closer to our
perspective, or storm clouds. Either way, the large shapes frame the scene like curtains, parting
open to a sky that explodes like a yellow-orange starburst. Auerbach admits he was submitting
himself during this period to a lesson in color from Matisse, who exploited the dynamic effect
that results from the coexistence of colors that lie on opposite sides of the color wheel; in
Auerbach’s landscape, juxtaposed areas of red and blue-green with yellow pulsate with ongoing
chromatic energy.88 Other fleeting and haphazard occurrences recorded in the daily drawings
become the permanent visual activity of the painting. Auerbach doesn’t illustrate these incidental
facts, however; he transmutes and condenses them into his coherent notations of long slippery
streaks, fat commas, and vigorous back and forth passes of the oily brush. Two red licks in the
lower left of the 1978 Primrose Hill painting derive from Auerbach’s recording of a couple of
frisky dogs playing in a patch of grass. Everyday park-goers, rendered as small stick figures
evoked with no more than a quick dash or two of the brush, stroll along the paved path, unfazed
by the fireworks display of painted animation that is the landscape Auerbach has situated them in.
The viewer’s perception of the image undergoes a perpetual process of adjustment, as the
landscape’s multi-directional planes, contrasting colors, and gesture keep the eye in constant
motion, jostling between foreground and background, between the part and the whole. As T.J.
Clark persuasively writes, “Nature for [Auerbach] seems to be instantaneous. It leaps out of the
void. The paint contorts to capture it, but always what the impasto seems to be after is not the
‘character’ of a scene, or even its atmosphere, but rather its simply being there for once.”89 A
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good painting, Auerbach has said, “concentrates the experience of being.”90 Auerbach’s
communion with Titian in the later 1960s doesn’t singularly explain the evolution of his
landscapes that we can trace from that time. Auerbach never painted another “allegorical” picture
after the Titian cycle.91 But it may be that his opportunity to translate Titian’s loves of the gods
into his own painterly language affirmed his hunger to express the living grandeur he perceived
in his own small London universe.

Constable’s Consequence: Camden Landscapes, 1970s to today
To catch the sensation of a moment, Cézanne reportedly said, the artist must “Join in the
wandering hands of nature.”92 But to join in the wandering hands of nature, as Cézanne decreed
and as Auerbach also insistently seeks, requires planting oneself in one place. London is the
place that has enabled Auerbach to do this—to not change, geographically speaking, as the
landscape changed around him. Where Auerbach does not and could not stop wandering,
however, is within his ranging spirit. He has wandered the streets of Camden Town, as he said,
until the neighborhood became his entire world. As his expressive powers grew more expansive,
as I investigated in the previous section, his geographical compass kept leading him ever nearer
to home. Auerbach made his last images of Primrose Hill in 1987.93 He stopped going to the
National Gallery as frequently around that time as well, because he did not want to sacrifice his
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time in the studio, and because by this point he basically knew the gallery by heart.94 All the
inspiration he needed lay within a few blocks, or in art history books or postcards.
Camden Theatre. The Chimney in Mornington Crescent (fig. 3.27).95 Hampstead Tower
Blocks.96 The house next door. The tree across the street. A chapter cannot do justice to the
breadth of Auerbach’s paintings of this small area. If his art abides by one instinct, it is the
paradoxical hunch that restriction opens possibilities. The painter’s feelings about a person or a
place multiply in accordance with his attentions to it, Auerbach affirms: “The subject becomes
richer the longer I go on with it... unused possibilities present themselves….I’ve had a thousand
other sensations in the course of painting than the one I finally pin down.”97
T.J. Clark claims in his 2015 catalogue essay on Auerbach that the painter’s translation of
visual sensation makes him an inheritor of modern French painting—a tradition whose
imperative, Clark writes, is to show the viewer “how the world feels as it takes place in
perception.”98 The broken brushwork, vivid palette, and formal invention of Auerbach’s visual
language, together with his perceptual allegiance to the subject, owes to the French legacy from
Courbet to van Gogh, Matisse, and Picasso. His efforts to translate his phenomenological
sensations of place into painting bring him in to especially close dialogue with Cézanne.
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In “Cézanne’s Doubt,” Merleau-Ponty described this phenomenon as the painter’s
projection of “lived perspective.”99 He elaborated on the matter in “Eye and Mind”: “The painter
‘takes his body with him,’ says [Paul] Valéry….It is by lending his body to the world that the
artist changes the world into paintings.”100 Cézanne’s most fully realized paintings of Mont
Sainte-Victoire turn the artist’s personal sensations of nature into universal statements about
sight and perceptual experience, monumental in their pictorial impact (fig. 3.28). I want to
suggest that Auerbach’s landscapes achieve something slightly different, though, and somehow
more peculiar. It is not simply “the world” that Auerbach changes into paintings, but his
immediate London world in all its physical proximity and idiosyncratic particularity, a place
whose forms, rhythms, and energies are like nowhere else on earth. In this sense, I want to
suggest, John Constable and the legacy of British landscape painting are as important to
Auerbach as Cézanne’s consummate modern paradigm.
Perhaps no school has been so enchanted by the sensuous stuff of the material world than
British art, from Hogarth, David Cox, John Sell Cotman and Gainsborough down to Ivon
Hitchens and Stanley Spencer. “I think I have a sort of penchant for the whole of English
painting,” Auerbach has reflected. “It is as though it isn’t held up by a scaffolding of theory or of
philosophy...that it was arrived at empirically, out of sensation, as though there is a sort of fresh
wind blowing through a room of English painting, that is nowhere else in the National Gallery. I
find myself at home there.”101 The first painting that ever moved Auerbach as a child was a
reproduction of a British painting, Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire (1839; fig. 3.29). It was the
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painting’s sense of movement—its visibly worked surface, and the way the tugboat seemed to be
actually turning and struggling in its haul of the decommissioned battle ship—that struck the
young artist. But while he still today admires the “reckless poetry” of Turner, the most constant
exemplar of a commonplace vision, and the British painter to whom Auerbach, the “reborn
Englishman,” feels closest in spirit, is Constable.”102
Constable’s paintings have been taken to epitomize the British landscape tradition’s
elevation of the native landscape as a repository of national, ostensibly “natural,” values.103 But
landscape painting is not Auerbach’s nationally inherited legacy, it is his adopted one. And
having adopted this British legacy, as I have argued through this chapter, Auerbach blatantly
disrupts its assumptions on the levels of national identity, ideology, subject matter, materiality,
and style. It is not Constable’s “Englishness” or “Britishness” that Auerbach admires. Constable
was a social conservative, enamored of a pre-industrial rural life, but he was a radical painter (as
the French, ironically, were first to recognize when The Haywain (1821; fig. 3.31) was awarded
the Gold medal in the 1824 Salon exhibition at the Louvre).104 Auerbach and Constable are allies
because of their shared attraction to eccentric, unremarkable places, and their almost excessive
love of paint, in all its oily, sensuous, and malleable substance.105
Constable’s country lanes and ponds overhung with trees may seem as radical as the
images on a biscuit box today, but to their original audiences, Auerbach reminds us,
“Constable’s subject matter was at least as shocking as Gilbert and George’s is: barges, rotting
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stumps, things that hadn’t been recorded. This was a person blatantly shoving rubbish into our
faces and making grand, Michelangelo-esque compositions of it.”106 Of course Constable was
not the first artist to celebrate the stimuli of everyday places; Rembrandt, Ruisdael, and Rubens,
when they were not painting official commissions, constantly prodded at the established
hierarchies of genre as they reveled in ordinary things: dikes and tree-lined embankments,
bridges and travelers under moonlit paths. Constable expanded these precedents, compulsively
rooting himself and his art so as to devote his practice to the landscapes he loved best. As
Constable claimed that his art was “to be found under every hedge, and in every lane,” so we
might say that Auerbach’s art is to be found under every Underground sign and in every
crosswalk of Camden.107
But it is Auerbach’s and Constable’s grasp of a relationship between the tangible material
of paint and the physical experience of place that seals their bond. According to Auerbach, the
capacity to turn a picture plane into an apparently proximate extension of reality lies at the heart
of Constable’s achievement: “Everything has been worked for and made so personal so
sometimes you feel that Constable’s own body is somehow inside the landscapes there,” he has
said.108 Or as Auerbach declared to Catherine Lampert about his own intentions, the painter
“confronts the lump of the subject and wants to inhabit it.”109 Before Cézanne declared that he
wished to “realize [his] sensations” before nature, John Constable defined painting as “an

106

Gayford 2009, 60.
Constable, Letter to C.R. Leslie, January 14, 1832, in Leslie, 222.
108
Auerbach, quoted in Tim Adams, “Frank Auerbach: Constable, Turner and me,” The Guardian,
September 21, 2014, accessed January 20, 2015,
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/sep/21/frank-auerbach-constable-turner-and-meinterview.
109
Auerbach, quoted in Lampert, “Auerbach and his Sitters,” in Lampert, Norman Rosenthal, et al., Frank
Auerbach: Paintings and Drawings 1954-2001 (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2001), 19.
107

156

imitative art…An art that is to realise and not to feign.”110 Beauty is not in the subject itself,
Constable and Auerbach seem to intimate in their painted landscapes, but in how the painter sees
it, feels it, and realizes it in the work of art.
Auerbach is not the only artist among his peers to revere Constable. Kossoff has made
several drawings and etchings after Constable’s paintings in the National Gallery and other
collections.111 With William Feaver, Lucian Freud curated an exhibition of his selection of
paintings by Constable at the Grand Palais in Paris.112 “In Constable there is no false feeling,”
Freud stated in an interview with Feaver. “For me Constable is so much more moving than
Turner because you feel, for him, it’s truth-telling about the land rather than using the land for
compositions which suited his inventiveness.”113 In 2006, motivated by the simple wish to stage
“an intervention yielding instructive contrasts” by joining paintings “spanning two centuries and
achieving comparable expressive momentum,” Feaver also organized a display in Room 87 at
the Victoria & Albert Museum, normally the “Constable, Turner and the exhibition landscape”
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gallery, which juxtaposed new paintings by Auerbach and Freud with collection works by
Constable and Turner.114
Auerbach’s communion with Constable was also exhibited in the exhibition Encounters:
New Art From Old at the National Gallery of London in 2000.115 Twenty-four contemporary
artists, including Lucian Freud, David Hockney, Howard Hodgkin, Cy Twombly, Bill Viola, and
Balthus, were invited to respond to a work of their choice in the Gallery’s permanent collection.
Auerbach was the only artist who did not make a painting specifically for the exhibition,
submitting instead a work he had recently completed of Park Village East, a John Nash-designed
street of detached and semi-detached villas located around the corner from Auerbach’s studio.
Several visitors to Auerbach’s studio while he was in the process of painting immediately
discerned a structural affinity between Auerbach’s Park Village East images (1998-99; fig. 3.30)
and Constable’s famous The Hay Wain (fig. 3.31).116 Auerbach’s Park Village East landscapes
were not intentional translations of or versions after Constable’s original as his Titian
commissions for David Wilkie in the 1960s and ‘70s had been. Any resemblance between his
image and Constable’s, Auerbach claimed, was entirely unconscious. Auerbach favors at least
two other Constable paintings in the National Gallery above The Hay Wain: Salisbury Cathedral
from the Meadows (1831) and The Cenotaph to Memory of Sir Joshua Reynolds (1833-36).117
But some images simply stick, lodging themselves in the painter’s imaginative store, like the
way, to our amused horror, we adopt the mannerisms and sayings of our parents. The great
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images are part of the artist’s imaginative landscape, and Auerbach made no attempt to deny the
visual and structural likeness between his painting and Constable’s.118 Notice the dominant
architectural structure on the left of both images, balanced by the grouping of trees, one large
clump next to a smaller one. Leading our eye into the scene, Constable’s horse-pulled wagon in
the pond finds an echo in Auerbach’s red and blue car in the lower center, parked in a driveway
off the tarmac. Storm clouds roll across both skies.
Every discrete, colorful brushstroke in Auerbach’s Park Village East painting, a
composition five feet in width, quivers with its singular representational purpose. According to
English artist and writer Patrick Heron, Constable was the innovator of the broken brushstroke.
And the reason Constable alighted on this innovation, Heron suggests, was in the service of a
truer materialization of nature’s variety. Constable draws or paints a willow, Heron writes, with a
quality that is as “unrepeatably organic, as infinitely varied in its suggested construction, as the
tree itself….Never in Constable was profound spatial accuracy disruptive of the most delectably
organised spatial design. In the successful pursuit of this great unity the nature of the marks he
made on the surface changed all the time.”119 In the same way, every visible brushstroke by
Auerbach coalesces to make a world in paint, even as some of them blatantly disrupt the worldly
illusion’s stability in their painterly presence. Perhaps it is the supreme advantage of Auerbach’s
modernity that he can expand the free and fresh touch of Constable’s small oil sketches (fig.
3.32)—those immediately recorded, rapidly brushed plein air creations which were never
intended to be seen in public—into large-scale landscapes that rival the composed grandeur of
Constable’s full-fledged exhibition paintings (fig. 3.31).

118

Ibid.
Patrick Heron, “Constable: Spatial Colour in the Drawings,” in Constable, a Master Draughtsman, ed.
Charles Leggatt (Dulwich, England: Dulwich Picture Gallery, 1994), 50.
119

159

It is the commonplace, close-at-hand presence of Auerbach’s and Constable’s subject
matters, those landscapes they know up and down, inside and out, I argue, that inspire their most
impassioned painterly feats. No place Auerbach has painted is more personal or incongruous
than the alleyway between the two houses that leads to his small studio. The setting is a stylistic
and spatial congeries, bordered on one side by a narrow, semi-detached Victorian brick house
with front steps, and on the other side, a flat-roofed 1960s maisonette block with rows of largepane windows and a modernist-style concrete overlay on the façade—“a speculator’s vague
memory of Oscar Niemeyer in the midst of Camden Town,” Hughes wrote.120 Apart from
Mornington Crescent, Auerbach has painted the studio and alley more than any other landscape
site, over fifty times, from different perspectives, from 1977 to the present.121 Auerbach titled his
numerous images of this view after the hand-painted sign on the brick wall by the alley that
indicates the way “TO THE STUDIOS.” William Feaver notes that the motif may have been
precipitated by a near-crisis, when the painter was threatened with eviction from the studio,
before scraping together the funds to buy it.122 Auerbach could have moved when his career
solidly took off in the 1980s, but by then the studio was home, and he had no desire to relocate.
More to the point, his painterly praxis was, by then, too deeply rooted to be dislocated.
This architectural jumble just outside the artist’s studio door has inspired some of the
most intractable and compositionally confounding landscape paintings of Auerbach’s oeuvre.
The artist always depicts the site from close proximity, which is the only range of vision he can
adopt, given the site’s narrow spatial bounds. The restricted spatial situation encouraged an
unprecedented economy of abstracted, painterly mark-making. In To the Studios II (1985; fig.
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3.33), to take one example, Auerbach renders the junction of brick walls and pavement as a
proliferation of planes, angles, and dashes that seem to metastasize in all directions. An arrow
beneath the hand-painted letters of the TO THE STUDIOS sign points toward the center of the
painting’s Cubist-type dance of shuffling, multi-colored, vigorously brushed facets. The painting
may look on first glance as abstractly hermetic as an Analytical Cubist painting; but there is
nothing arbitrarily composed about the precarious architecture Auerbach represents.
Many of these paintings of the alleyway, hemmed-in views lit by a small wedge of sky,
echo the enclosed seclusion of one of Auerbach’s favorite Constable paintings, The Cenotaph to
Memory of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 1833-36 (fig. 3.34). As Auerbach marveled at Constable’s
paintings for the sense that the painter’s “own body is somehow inside the landscapes,” it is clear
from Auerbach’s own painting of the alleyway entrance that the artist knows every angle, space,
and proportion of his narrow residential maze, and how every form interlocks.123 The viewer’s
eye, thrust into the painted chaos of To the Studios II, is left to feel its way through the pictorial
space in turn. Auerbach’s literal handwriting on the “TO THE STUDIOS” sign at once identifies
the site by name and distracts from the viewer’s effortful attempt to unlock the image’s structure
and depth of field. A point of visual context emerges in a red hand rail that curves around the
corner of the orange wall in the center of the picture plane. It is the anchor, the fulcrum, around
which the precarious representational unity of the whole composition depends. Only Auerbach
knows what is to be found there around the corner, but he invites our vision to grab hold and feel
around the bend all the same.
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There is a profound contrast between the quotidian modesty of this alleyway and the
painter’s immodest investment in it. Such is the commonplace calculus of all Auerbach’s art:
between what is familiar and its capacity to surprise. In the alleyway’s well known, sheltering
bounds, Auerbach sets himself up to be confounded, again and again. The paintings manifest this
continual surprise in their restless formal bearing. Squint the eye and the landscape locks into
place, but take a step forward, notice the oily glisten or twist of any single brushstroke, and the
illusion vanishes until we manage to glimpse it again. The viewer of Auerbach’s landscapes is
not simply an observer, but a participant in the compositions’ perpetual, perceptual game of
vision. The paintings’ continuous oscillation between surface and depth, animated energy and
deeply grounded formal illusion, chaos and order, familiarity and strangeness, is their sense of
place.
In his recent essay for the 2015 Auerbach retrospective exhibition catalogue, T.J. Clark
ventured, as I also did in the course of my research, to Mornington Crescent in order to see
whether his own “tourist’s-eye-view” of Auerbach’s Camden streets might elucidate or help him
to decipher the artist’s paintings of them. “The answer,” Clark writes, and as I also concluded,
“was no.”124 The identity of the subjects of Auerbach’s intimately known London landscapes is
surpassed in the end by the presence of his paint. This was what David Sylvester meant when he
wrote that an Auerbach painting “is not a scene presented…[but] a process of discovery given
tangible and simultaneous existence.125 Auerbach himself recently affirmed as much, in typically
provocative terms: “I’ve never been moved by a real landscape as I have by paintings of
landscape,” he said in 2012. “It’s because every moment is transmitted by human will that we
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identify ourselves with it. In a painting you re-experience what the painter experienced, one
brushstroke over another, it’s like a perpetuum mobile.”126 But the specificity of the discrete
swatches of London landscape the artist encounters out of doors—each one’s inimitable
attraction to his discovering temperament—is the raw material that inspires his painted
translations of place-bound discovery in the first place.
Consequent to their restless modes of making and beholding, Auerbach’s London
paintings demand an extraordinarily active process of visual discovery by the viewer in turn, as
our eyes penetrate the images’ impasto layers and trace their interlacing brushwork to
reconstitute Auerbach’s process of discovering a landscape in paint. What we discover is a new
kind of landscape painting for contemporary art: abstracted but life-like, animated by the daily
realities of urban life, and thick with the distilled evidence of place and personal experience.
Only by rooting himself firm, Auerbach’s paintings show us, can the artist establish a sense of
place. Only by standing still in London can he convey how it feels to live on a spinning planet.
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Chapter 4
Kossoff’s London Body

Monstrous London
Leon Kossoff is a lifetime Londoner. In December 2016, he turned ninety years old. The
city, Kossoff claims, is not simply an outward place, but a part of his body, as integral to his
artistic being as his painterly medium: “London, like the paint I use, seems to be in my
bloodstream. It’s always moving—the skies, the streets, the buildings. The people who walk past
me when I draw have become part of my life.”1 The artist has represented his city with an
affection, indeed an obsession, undiminished through his six-and-a-half decade career. Perhaps it
is surprising, then, that he also describes his native city as a living monster—a body, alternately,
into and by which he has been physically and artistically consumed:
The London of my memory is not the real city I live in today. Sometimes now it
seems like a monster that draws you into its complicated inside. Yet, though
changing all the time, its particular location—the river, the hills, the proximity to
the sea—seems always present, and the millions of people who have spent their
lives passing through its streets and travelling along its underground veins make
London, like my studio, a place of chaos, providing an opportunity for continual
involvement and activity.2
Kossoff’s description of the city as a monster echoes the words of many Londoners
through history who have characterized London as a powerful and complex living organism.
“Whether we consider London as a young man refreshed, and risen from sleep…or whether we
lament its condition as a deformed giant, we must regard it as a human shape with its own laws

1
2
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of life and growth,” Peter Ackroyd writes on the first page of London: A Biography.3 In The
Prelude, Wordsworth deemed the London crowd at Bartholomew Fair “A Parliament of
Monsters.”4 Nineteenth-century Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli called the capital a “modern
Babylon,” a city of uncountable voices.5 Artist and poet William Blake (whose influence on
Kossoff I return to later in this chapter), in his epic London poem Jerusalem, evoked his
overwhelming sensation of the capital’s contrary forces in mythical terms: “The Male is a
Furnace of Beryll; the Female is a golden Loom; I behold them and their rushing fires
overwhelm my Soul, / In London’s darkness; and my tears fall day and night.”6
This chapter explores the languages of painted expression Kossoff has developed to
express his “continual involvement and activity” with the daily rhythms, ordering structures, and
wonders and monstrosities of the living city. “Chaos—or imminence,” Andrea Rose has written,
“is the condition to which Kossoff returns time and again—its potential an abiding interest, its
capacity for transformation his lifelong preoccupation.”7 Surveying the trajectory of Kossoff’s
oeuvre from the 1960s to today, I argue that Kossoff has continued to evolve a modern, processdriven mode of landscape representation that through its pictorial and material construction
bodies forth the city as a place of coincident pressures and contrary pulls: between reality and
remembrance, chaos and connection, the individual and the engulfing metropolis. Rather than
resist the chaos, the artist embraces it, engages with it, and participates in it through his daily
practices of drawing and painting.
3
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To follow Kossoff’s artistic paths across the city is to chart a complex web across the
map of Greater London. He has represented locations from the East End of his childhood to the
northwest suburb of Willesden where he established his home and studio in the 1960s, from
public thoroughfares to the private sanctuary of his own back garden. Whereas Auerbach often
incorporates abstracted figural presences moving through the spaces of his paintings, Kossoff’s
London is most often densely inhabited. Apart from his building site paintings in the 1950s and
early 1960s, he has depicted markets, a school, a municipal indoor swimming pool, the frenetic
commuter entrances to railway and London Underground stations, working quarters, and
neighborhood scenes in his local high street. His London is not the city of royalty, government,
commerce, or mainstream British culture. It is a London that had rarely, if ever, been depicted
before: a place of overlooked corners and industrial outskirts, outer boroughs, and suburbs, a
democratic, richly peopled city shaped by generations upon generations of Londoners.
Every tract of the capital Kossoff has depicted is embedded with personal memory. To be
sure, his lifelong bond with the city, where he grew up an outsider in the teeming East End,
sheds light on his patterns of engagement with London, specifically the ritual nature of his daily
artistic process, his attachment to sites from his past, and his fascination with the London crowd.
But there is nothing narrative, anecdotal, or confessional about Kossoff’s landscape paintings. In
contrast to previous studies that account for Kossoff’s art largely as a project of personal
reckoning, my aim in this chapter is to investigate how Kossoff’s intimate relationship to London
and his particular habits of engagement with the city undergo a profound creative reordering—a
pictorial re-emplacement—in the complex visual structures and visceral painterly substance of
the artist’s process-driven landscape paintings.
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By developing a process of representation to express his own phenomenological
experience of place, I argue, Kossoff, like Auerbach, has stretched the broader language of
figurative painting. But Kossoff’s address of the relationship between abstraction and
representation has always been distinct from Auerbach’s. The difference is evident as early as
the 1950s, as I suggested in Chapter 2: where Auerbach gravitated to compositions ordered by a
tightly interlocked geometric scaffolding, Kossoff allowed for a loosening of formal contours
and a more shocking quantity of material attack. Where Auerbach later builds up his forms and
spaces through palimpsests of line and color, Kossoff asserts form through descriptive contours
and volumes. For the most part, his landscapes from the 1960s forward are figuratively legible,
sometimes even verging on illustrative—although his practice is far too grounded in the primacy
of paint to fall into that category. Kossoff’s images are anything but mimetic: space is bent and
skewed, figures float awkwardly through their surroundings, buildings are solid and yet shudder,
seeming ready to take off from the ground. His landscape paintings are pressure chambers of
internal aesthetic tension, holding together through their strange marriage of expressionist
brushwork and taut draftsmanship, embodied proximity and stretching distance, concrete
representational content and vividly animated matter. This compressed visual interplay, I
contend, speaks not only to Kossoff’s negotiation of “unresting London,” but to the perceptual
ambiguities inherent to the lived experience of any comparably modern, chaotic urban landscape.
Kossoff’s achievement, I suggest, is a body of landscape paintings commensurate to the
complexity of connecting to place in the rapidly moving postwar and contemporary world.
Kossoff, like his colleague Auerbach, has paradoxically realized how to visualize the city
around him only by simultaneously immersing himself in the art-historical canon. Kossoff’s
London landscapes reflect his symposium with the Old and Modern Masters alike, including a
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catholic sweep of rural and urban landscape precedents, from Poussin’s multi-figure
mythological scenes to Impressionist street and railway subjects. As David Sylvester argued,
Kossoff’s London paintings depicting ordinary people living, working, and moving through
ordinary urban spaces are not simply landscape images, but genre paintings, recording scenes of
everyday life with a pictorial seriousness and grandeur akin to traditional history painting.8 It is a
belated project for a late twentieth and twenty-first century artist to engage with this tradition in
the traditional medium of oil paint more than a century after the historical hierarchy of genres
had collapsed and artists began to extend their medium to the mundane and close-at-hand. Yet
such “conservatism,” I suggest, is what allows Kossoff to interrogate the historical conventions
of landscape painting and art history more broadly in the context of contemporary London, to
preserve what is still relevant about their aesthetic modes, and to reject what is not. In this
chapter, I build on Sylvester’s observation to analyze the visual means by which Kossoff has
reconceived established art-historical genres, overturning and renewing their styles and critical
assumptions to reflect the pressures of his own postwar era.
I focus on a roughly chronological selection of the artist’s significant London sites and
themes. My first section analyzes how Kossoff’s representations of the expansive network of
train tracks at Willesden Junction in the 1960s extend the sublime aspects of his 1950s building
site paintings to the subject of railways—by then a timeworn subject matter of painting—through
his highly embodied points of view and heavily wrought material applications. These paintings
also point on some level to the future, anticipating by decades Anselm Kiefer’s neo-expressionist
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landscapes of the 1980s. As a coda to the images of the junction, I introduce Kossoff’s paintings
from the later 1960s of a public indoor swimming pool near to his home in Willesden, which
marked a major shift in the artist’s practice as he began to produce more frequent drawings for
paintings. The pool paintings also comprise the artist’s earliest presentations of London as a fully
populated living landscape.
The next section proposes that Kossoff’s paintings from the 1970s of ordinary citizens in
the East End working-class neighborhood of Dalston not only reflect back upon the landscapes
of his childhood, as other art historians have argued, but also harmonize in fascinating ways with
his present, quotidian artistic practice. I interpret his dynamic depictions of East End working life
as modern, painterly allegories of the everyday.
The subsequent section examines Kossoff’s images through the 1980s and 1990s of
Londoners in commute through the entrance plazas of London Underground and railway stations.
These crowded commuter scenes hark back to Impressionist and Expressionist paintings of the
urban street, but Kossoff’s perception-driven translations of his subjects go beyond the optical
focus of Impressionism and the avant-garde fracturing of German Expressionism. I suggest that
Kossoff’s focused study of Poussin’s multi-figure history paintings in the 1990s may have
contributed most directly to the culmination of his efforts to figure the pictorial challenge of
representing London’s crowds in motion. Numerous writers have interpreted Kossoff’s crowd
paintings as embodiments of the dehumanizing effects of the modern city, but I argue that his
depictions of Londoners in these liminal spaces simultaneously manifest sensations of empathy
in their compositions and material textures.
My final section considers Kossoff’s artistic returns to meaningful sites from his past in
the East End, namely, Sir Nicholas Hawksmoor’s strange Baroque Christ Church in Spitalfields,
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and the area around his childhood home in the Boundary Estate housing project in Arnold Circus.
The artist’s images of the church, which span the 1980 to the 2000s, link up with a long tradition
of sacred architectural representation. But Kossoff’s paintings are imbued with a modern formal
and material urgency in their thickly layered surfaces, swirling atmospheres, and expressive
formal distortions. I argue that Kossoff’s landscapes of Christ Church and his recent drawings of
Arnold Circus (2012-14) do not simply articulate the artist’s personal identity vis-à-vis his native
city; rather, though their process of making, they materialize the process of identification itself.
For more than sixty years, Kossoff has ventured into his native landscape each day to face the
monster head-on.

Opening Up the Territory: Willesden Junction and the Swimming Pool, 1960s-70s
In a recent film interview, Kossoff recalled a memory of riding the train out of London’s
Liverpool Street Station when he was evacuated from the city during the Blitz at the age of
thirteen. Looking out the train’s window, he watched the landscape of East London pass by, as
Bethnal Green gave way to the factories on the outskirts of the city and then to open countryside.
It may have been the first glimpse of the rural British landscape the young man from the East
End had ever seen. Railways “open up the territory,” Kossoff reflected in the film. “They give
you space and they give you light and they give you movement.”9
London’s railways, from the trains to their stations and passengers, have been a subject of
enduring fascination for Kossoff. They course ceaselessly through his images, “linking
underground to overground, people to places, eliding transient moments into patterns of
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behavior,” as curator Andrea Rose has written.10 It wasn’t the view from inside the train car—the
then-novel, dynamic perspective laid claim to in earlier modernist works from Blaise Cendrars’
fantasy poem Prose du Transsibérian et de la Petite Jehanne de France (1913) to British
watercolorist Eric Ravilious’ Train Landscape (1940; Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museums)—
that impelled Kossoff’s paintings, however, but his sensory experience of London’s industrial
landscape from his position not inside a moving train but standing firm on the ground.11 The first
railway subjects he turned to were stretches of train track: isolated sections of the veins and
arteries that transport citizens through the city’s immense body, as the artist put it.
The first tracks Kossoff depicted in 1954 ran alongside Mornington Crescent, near his
first studio there (cf. figs. 2.22, 2.23). Following his marriage that year (when Auerbach took
over the Mornington Crescent studio), Kossoff moved to Bethnal Green, minutes away from his
childhood homes in Brick Lane and Arnold Circus. He painted the railways there as well, in
1959.12 Then, in 1961, following the path of many East End Jewish families before them,
Kossoff, his wife, and young son moved to a semi-detached house in Willesden Green, a lively
suburb in Northwest London.13 The house, where the artist still lives and works today, backs
directly onto the tracks of the North London line. In the 1980s and 1990s, he painted many
perspectives onto these tracks that represent the frequent commuter trains to central London that
run on them past the bottom of his garden (cf. fig. 0.15). Upon first moving to Willesden,
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however, the artist took an additional studio a few minutes’ walk from home, in a converted
builder’s shed located at the edge of Willesden Junction, where the railways converge in a vast
network. The relocation from the tight-knit streets of the East End to this open-air, dominantly
horizontal landscape of seemingly infinite expanse was a dramatic rupture in the artist’s
geographical bearings and a catalyzing change for his painting.
The junction was a new landscape for Kossoff, but railways were hardly a cutting-edge
subject for a contemporary painter. By the 1960s, London’s railway system was over a century
old. One of the defining legacies of the Victorian era, the skeleton of the entire London railway
network was imposed on the sprawling city in a relentless burst. Between the opening of the
city’s first train line in 1836 and the 1870s, all the major London termini were erected.14 No
nineteenth-century innovation altered the outer landscape more profoundly, and none mobilized
a more enthusiastic response among artists. From Constable and Turner to Manet, Monet, and
Pissarro, painters across Europe’s capitals were alternately repelled, perturbed, and captivated by
the novel effects of the new subject: the optical wonders of its marvelous machinery, wafting
steam, and cavernous sheds, and the physical phenomenon of the trains’ powering speed, which
changed the entire way the landscape could be experienced (fig. 4.1).15 But in Kossoff’s 1960s
London—the height of the Cold War era, when technological advance meant space travel,
satellites, and early computing languages—railways were a banal aspect of everyday life, the

14

Porter, 228.
Leo Marx discusses the iconography of the railroad in The Machine in the Garden (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1964), which examines the interruption and transformation of the pastoral condition in
nineteenth and early twentieth-century American poetry by the sweeping forces of industrialization. See
also T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (New York:
Knopf, 1985), Chapter 3; T.J. Clark, “Modernism, Postmodernism, and Steam,” October 100 (Spring
2002): 154-74; Robert Herbert, Impressionism: Art, Leisure and Parisian Society (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1988); and James Rubin, Impressionism and the Modern Landscape:
Productivity, Technology, and Urbanization from Manet to Van Gogh (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2008).
15

172

quotidian mode of transportation for thousands of Londoners. In contrast to Monet’s renditions
of the modern, inner-city hub of Gare Saint-Lazare in Paris, Kossoff’s local junction was an
industrial hinterland of London. To the artist, though, Willesden was a sensory wilderness, as
exciting for its endless gleaming span as the building sites’ towering heights and earthen caverns
had been for him the decade before.
Still, in taking up the subject of the railways—and this is not the first or last time this
would be true for Kossoff—he walked right up to cliché. How he defeats the cliché—and what
makes his images of the junction contemporary, I want to suggest—is by declaring his embodied
relation to the subject and using his medium to express that relationship in palpable terms,
through radical material attack. Pictorially, the artist’s train paintings extend the tactile focus and
vast, uncertain sense of scale that characterize what I termed the “Haptic Sublime” of his 1950s
building site paintings to this expansive industrial landscape. J.M.W. Turner’s Rain, Steam and
Speed – The Great Western Railway (1844; fig. 4.2)—a nineteenth-century paradigm of the subcategory of the Industrial or Technological Sublime, as I remarked in Chapter 2—resides at
London’s National Gallery, where Kossoff would have seen it frequently.16 Kossoff’s
representations of his own local railway junction, however, arise not in response to the novelty of
the industrial landscape for its own sake, but to the novelty of his individual sensory encounter
with this tract of urban infrastructure. As much as his images thrill to the optical sensation of
Willesden Junction’s spreading view, they record and invoke through their viewpoints and tactile
painterly construction a bodily response as well, entirely different from Impressionist and other
nineteenth-century precedents. Kossoff’s artistic conception of place and process of
16
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representation depends on an accumulation of multi-sensory impressions, experienced over an
extended duration of time.
Kossoff’s drawings, as much as his paintings, manifest the phenomenological impact of
his encounter with the industrial landscape. Willesden Junction (1962; fig. 4.3) is one of the
surviving large-scale works on paper the artist made of the site in advance of his first related first
oil painting. Kossoff has always approached drawing differently from Auerbach, working on site
on larger boards or pads and making more fully worked-up landscape drawings.17 This
substantial early sheet, however, four feet across, was produced in his converted studio shed,
where it was reworked as vigorously as one of the artist’s paintings before being brought to full
completion. In the drawing, the receding network of train tracks becomes a tangle of slashed
lines of black charcoal and white pastel that plunge toward a distant horizon. The lines rise out of
a deeply worked ground built up layer by layer, each one successively rubbed out to a sooty
smoothness before being attacked again with the medium. Up close, the drawing sheet bears the
visible scars of its labored execution: ripped at the edges, gouged where too vigorously laid into,
filled with bent and rubbed patches. The bottom register is as aggressively dark as any passage
Kossoff has laid down, but on reaching the horizon the brute, bruised pressure releases, giving
way to a smudged and spreading silvery-gray sky punctuated by a few shadowy verticals—the
first passage of true atmospheric light in Kossoff’s oeuvre that I know of. Whereas in the
building site paintings, Kossoff looked down into the ground as if to penetrate the earth’s
sublunary forces, here his unruly lines draw the eye into a landscape that seems to rush headlong
to infinity. The artist gives the viewer a clear ground to visually “stand on,” even as that ground
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surges up beneath us, even as the distance of the horizon is impossible to measure, with its
leaning buildings situated indeterminately far away in the haze.
The drawing’s tunneling perspective harkens back to Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed,
although its vortex of energy travels centripetally into the composition, in contrast to Turner’s
outward-barreling locomotive. And whereas Turner places the beholder’s viewpoint at a safe
remove from the path of his oncoming train, almost as if suspended in mid-air, Kossoff positions
his viewer as if she is standing in the very center of the landscape, facing its unfathomable vista
head on. In fact, the drawing’s perspective reflects the specific physical perspective from which
Kossoff perceived the site. The artist started working at Willesden Junction just before the
electrification of the main-line tracks began in 1962, which meant that he could still walk across
the railway lines.18 A bridge spanning the tracks also stood near the studio, where he could look
out over the stretching steel ribbons as they flowed from east to west beneath him like a vast
river.
As Paul Moorhouse has noted, Kossoff based his first oil painting of the subject,
Willesden Junction, Early Morning (1962; fig. 4.4), on this drawing.19 The imposing oil-onboard, just over seven feet wide, transposes the same perspective into a heady onrush of painted
matter. Like the drawing, the painting’s composition is based on an almost minimalist format,
divided across the top third of the board by a horizon separating the picture into zones of earth
and sky. At the same time, the panorama of Kossoff’s almost double-square canvas constitutes
the artist’s most dramatic painted exploration of illusionistic depth to date. Tracks, liquefied into
18
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channels of oil paint, flow toward a horizon that seems to indicate the curvature of the earth. The
illusion lurches away the viewer, but at the same time, the heaving paint of the surface thrusts
forward in vehement confrontation. By 1962, Kossoff was prone to scrape and repaint his images
many times throughout their duration of making, instituting this daily procedure some years
before Auerbach. Sometimes, according to David Sylvester, he wiped and restarted the same
image multiple times in a single day, expending untold volumes of paint in the process.20 In the
Willesden Junction painting, we sense the reach of the painter’s arm that drove each track of the
paint-laden brush again and again to the vanishing point in slice after diagonal slice during the
ultimate painting session, until the painter felt his accumulated sensations about the place clinch
together in a culminating image.
The evidence of the painter’s muscular application is present especially in the sky above,
where Kossoff laid down the paint in a single, slashing, diagonal pass of a wide brush loaded
with medium as thick and bright as lime plaster. The crusts of every brushstroke rise from the
surface, projecting outward to the eye. Yet because Kossoff carries the white pigment over into
the lower register, mixing it with the black and brown of the train tracks, the landscape also
dazzles with the apparent reflection of the sky’s heavy light. The way in which the artist
summons his luminosity through such ponderously opaque matter seems deeply counterintuitive.
As I described in Chapter 2, Kossoff demonstrated a capacity early on to conjure light and space
through the most minimal tonal means. In this first and highly abstracted Willesden Junction
painting, he evokes the landscape’s actual weather and atmosphere more vividly than ever before.
Helen Lessore, Kossoff’s first dealer described his tonal approach in the Willesden Junction
paintings as “neither local colour, nor local colour modified by light and atmosphere in the
Impressionist sense, nor so simple that the terms ‘emotional’ or ‘Expressionist’ would cover it. It
20
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has something of all these uses.”21 And yet, I would argue, although Kossoff does not strive for
strictly “local” (meaning naturalistic or descriptive) color, his palette is unmistakably local to its
landscape. The palette of the Willesden Junction series is a rainbow of greys—dove grey,
lavender grey, steel grey—which, although always applied instinctively by the artist, evoke
London’s unrivalled spectrum of cloud-cover as well as the metallic sheen of the railway’s
machine-forged anatomy.
In the Willesden Junction painting, Kossoff brings the distance between the outer
landscape and the painter’s inner sensory apprehension of it into visceral pictorial and material
contingency. In its inescapable material presence, Kossoff’s unique mode of “Technological” or
“Industrial” sublime landscape painting is of its time, visibly related to the thick surfaces and
process-driven practices of postwar Informel painting. On another level, I want to suggest,
Kossoff’s junction paintings are strangely ahead of their time. During an art-historical era of
minimalism and all-over grids, there could not have been a more extreme statement of antiflatness than Kossoff’s stretching vista. It is interesting to consider that Kossoff painted these
receding landscapes two decades before the German artist Anselm Kiefer became famous for his
wall-sized visions of fields stretching away to infinite horizons (fig. 4.5). Kiefer’s complex neoExpressionist productions, with their accretions of non-traditional materials such as lead, straw,
and seeds, and their allusive brews of inscribed textual references, engage process in their
making, but to very different purpose. For Kiefer, painting is a kind of metaphysical
transubstantiation. From his earliest work, his oeuvre has been bound up in a project of
reckoning with the collective national memory he inherited as a German artist born in 1945.22
Kossoff’s paintings, by contrast, originate always as private, lived, reckonings. He depicted a
21
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vast and windswept landscape because he actually found it at Willesden Junction, actually stood
in the middle of its sea of shining rails and felt its dangerous excitement. Every thick and visible
sweep of Kossoff’s brush in his landscapes is a deposit of specific, place-bound feeling,
embodying his accumulated experience of that environment (Kossoff has said that he worked on
some of the Willesden Junction paintings for five or six years).23 Scale is also revealing: where
Kiefer’s work is monumental in its eighteen-feet-wide, mural-sized presence, Kossoff’s painting
is grandly room-scaled, which is to say inherently related to the human body, at seven feet across.
Above all, Kossoff places all his faith in the medium of paint alone as a vehicle of artistic
expression. If he reckons with anything at this art historical moment of minimalism and
conceptual art in the early 1960s, it is the ongoing inspiration of worldly matter and the stillinsurgent pictorial capacity of oil paint.
In depicting this industrial sweep of north London, Kossoff seems to take the history of
landscape and railway painting into account. The Willesden Junction paintings are also a
microcosm of Kossoff’s own career to that point, merging the darkness and thickness of the
building site images with a new opening of light and space and force of movement. Soon after,
the newly opened spaces of the artist’s picture planes became the ground for his representations
of the fully inhabited spaces of London.
In fact, Kossoff had tended to multi-figure compositions from his most youthful
surviving drawings. Among his earliest sheets are depictions of his drawing class at Toynbee
Hall, a crowd congregated around a Coffee Stall near St. Paul’s (cf. fig. 2.35), a hopping jazz
club, and gatherings of construction workers.24 In communal spaces, it seems, the artist’s
imagination felt at home. Alongside the portraits and building site subjects Kossoff exhibited in
23
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his first one-man show at the Beaux Arts Gallery in 1957 were several Rembrandt-inspired
etchings of biblical group subjects, including Joseph telling his dreams (1952-53; fig. 4.6) and
Bringing home the coat of many colours.25 In his second one-man exhibition in 1959, Kossoff
accompanied his portraits and building site pictures with several images of a group gathered
around a Passover Seder table (fig. 4.7).26 References to Jewish identity soon disappeared from
his work, however, and he eliminated any explicit references to biblical themes—with the
exception of those in his later drawings after Old Master paintings.27 His handful of subsequent
interior group scenes bear more generic descriptive titles, such as Family Party, no. 2 (1962).28
For the most part, from the 1960s forward, Kossoff figures the crowd as woven into the fabric of
contemporary London.
In 1966, a flood in the Willesden Junction studio forced Kossoff to move what paintingsin-progress survived back to his home in Willesden Green. He set up a space downstairs in the
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house, which has remained his working studio to this day. Not being far from the Junction, he
could easily return there, and painted several additional paintings of the site in the late 1960s and
early ‘70s, along with a several railway subjects in the vicinity of King’s Cross.29 But new
subjects also presented themselves.
Kossoff found an especially unexpected landscape in the late 1960s when he and his wife
began taking their young son David for swimming lessons at the newly built Willesden Sports
Centre’s indoor pool. The weekend lessons became a ritual for the family. For the artist, it was a
ritual of observation: taking a seat up in the stands each weekend, he would watch his wife and
son in the water while making drawings of the space that took in the entire crowded, light-filled
interior. The four oils Kossoff produced of the pool between 1969 and 1972 are his first largescale paintings to feature London as a fully populated environment.
The subject of the pool, moreover, impelled an entirely new artistic way of working. Each
time the artist returned to the site, he began a new drawing sheet, establishing the habit of
making repeated on-site drawings that has remained the basis of his landscape practice ever
since.30 The impetus for the increased drawing production was the artist’s recognition that the
subject’s entire configuration of perceptual coordinates shifts from day to day and moment to
moment. As Kossoff has written, “Every time the model sits everything has changed. You have
changed, she has changed. The light has changed, the balance has changed. The directions you
try to remember are no longer there and, whether working from the model or landscape drawings,
everything has to be reconstructed daily, many many times... A painter is engaged in a working
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process and the work is concerned with making the paint relate to his experience of seeing and
being in the world.”31
The appearance of Kossoff’s drawings and his paintings alike changed as a result. To
capture the multiplicity of the new environment demanded a new clarity and a new complexity
of means. Kossoff responded with a new kind of draftsmanship to accommodate the soaring,
light-filled, and activated architectural expanse: ample and more spare, yet linear and precise (fig.
4.8). In the new drawings, the crowd reads as a composite unity, while retaining the specificity of
its discretely individuated, even if not individually recognizable, figures. The material density of
his heavily re-worked drawings of Willesden Junction gives way to a new, on-the-spot
spontaneity, with marks laid down at speed to capture his phenomenological experience of the
multitude of bobbing, splashing, diving, and floating bodies. As Paul Moorhouse has written:
“whereas previously Kossoff’s engagement with visual flux had been concentrated into a knot of
graphic energy, the drawings which he now made exploded that tension with rapid, wriggling
lines, animating each sheet across its entire surface.”32
Then he had to translate that new draftsmanship somehow into paint. In Children’s
Swimming Pool, Autumn Afternoon (1971; fig. 4.9), impasto swells and channels are left behind.
After the ponderous thrust of the railway paintings, Kossoff orchestrates a vision of lightness and
clamorous joy: “qualities,” as Moorhouse suggests, “which are inseparable from their subject.”33
Space is defined by light, color, and line. Strong, receding diagonals draw the eye into the open,
vaulted interior as if seen through a wide-angle lens, so as to accommodate the scene’s overflow
of fact. Bounded planes of limpid blue, aqua, yellow, and white, like sections of stained glass,
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define the architecture of the space and the pool’s expanse, while each body is loosely, but
distinctly outlined and filled in with variant flesh tones. The range of Kossoff’s mark-making
bursts open in response to the diversity of the subject, into curves, stripes, dots, and commas.
Every inch of painted surface is materially inflected with equal attention, yet each discrete form
and space retains its unique identity.
When speaking about the swimming pool works, Kossoff emphasized again that his
perceptual process is in part a process of internalizing the landscape’s sensory stimuli: “I was
very interested in how the pool changed during the summer months and how at different times of
day the changing of the light and rise and fall of the changing volume of sound seemed to
correspond with changes in myself.”34 Accordingly, the artist employed his visual means to
produce a painting replete with multi-sensory cues, from the visual (light and space and bodily
form) to the tactile (the slippery mingling of flesh and water) and aural (splashing, shrieking,
laughing).
In an interview with art historian Richard Wollheim, Kossoff recollected that some of the
earliest paintings he made while evacuated from London at age thirteen or fourteen were
landscapes of King's Lynn featuring bridges over ponds or streams.35 His swimming pool scenes
from the 1960s carry also the echoes of a history of watery scenes invoking the element as the
origin of myth, the substance of religious miracle, or the secular setting of bathing—the latter
depicted in Kossoff’s “talisman” painting, Rembrandt’s Woman Bathing in a Stream (cf. fig.
2.17), from his first childhood visit to the National Gallery. But in contrast to Rembrandt’s
intimate painting of a single woman, Kossoff’s Children’s Swimming Pool, Autumn Afternoon is
more than eighty-four inches across—a municipal pool made oceanic in the scale of
34

Kossoff, quoted in The Tate Gallery Illustrated Catalogue of Acquisitions, 1980-82 (London: Tate
Gallery, 1984), 159. Cited in Moorhouse 1996, 20.
35
Richard Wollheim, “Learning from Poussin,” Modern Painters 13, no. 1 (Spring 2000), 29.

182

contemporary genre painting. Its Londoners float and mingle with the bearing of Naiads and
river gods, while the larger bodies in Kossoff’s foreground distantly recall the monumental
modern classicizing figures of Cézanne’s Large Bathers (fig. 4.10). The two reclining, facing
figures on the ledge of the pool in the right of Kossoff’s painting particularly echo the pose and
solidity of the nude lying on her stomach in Cézanne’s mysterious canvas (apart from the green
bathing suit on Kossoff’s figure).36 But in contrast to the timeless and unidentifiable setting of
Cézanne’s bathers, Kossoff’s figures are engaged in a familiar, recreational activity, in a
recognizably modern urban setting. In this sense, Kossoff’s painting also differs dramatically
from his teacher David Bomberg’s celebrated 1914 painting The Mud Bath, in which Bomberg
compresses and abstracts the forms and interior spaces of his own contemporary Jewish East End
bath house beyond recognition in his sharp-edged modernist idiom (fig. 4.11). The Willesden
pool paintings also form a counterpoint in their tactile materiality and public focus to Kossoff’s
British compatriot David Hockney’s exactly contemporaneous, tautly graphic renderings of
domestic Los Angeles swimming pools. In images such as Peter Getting out of Nick’s Pool
(1966) and A Bigger Splash (1967; fig. 4.12), the luxury of the private, outdoor swimming pool
became Hockney’s synecdoche for his English fantasy of Southern California, in all its apparent
postwar optimism and abundance. For Hockney, the Los Angeles swimming pool represented
everything England was not—sun-drenched, luxurious, and the site of openly expressible erotic
fantasy; for Kossoff, the local public indoor pool encompassed his wonder at London’s
irreducible, collective human body.
In Kossoff’s London pools, everything jostles together in painterly simultaneity. As
minimalism and post-painterly abstraction appeared to fulfill Clement Greenberg’s modernist
36
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narrative of painting’s trajectory toward a condition of optical flatness, Kossoff’s work declared
that the tactile medium of oil still had a singular ability to reach outward to the world. From the
pool sequence forward, most of the artist’s urban paintings, as much as they represented the
city’s spatial environment, sought the visual means to capture the Londoners who bring those
spaces to life.

The Everyday Act of Painting: Landscapes of Dalston in the 1970s

In 1971, Kossoff took an additional studio in Dalston Lane in the East End, which he kept
for three years. The new environment was also a homecoming.37 Kossoff’s family had remained
in the East End throughout his childhood, moving several times within its bounds: from the
Boundary Estate to Brick Lane in Bethnal Green at the end of the 1920s, and then to Darnley
Road in Hackney in 1934, when Kossoff was eight years old.38 The new studio in Dalston stood
just over a mile away from his old homes. In the 1970s, however, the East End was in many
ways a different landscape from the one Kossoff had known. After the Blitz, much of the East
End lay destroyed; as it recovered through the 1960s and ‘70s, its population shifted dramatically
with the influxes of immigrants from Commonwealth countries in East Asia, Africa and the
Caribbean.39 Kurdish refugees from Turkey, Iraq and Iran joined the area’s long-established
Turkish Cypriot community, and the Cockney stalls and Jewish bakers in Ridley Road gradually
ceded to the halal butchers and African cloth sellers. When Kossoff moved into the Dalston
studio, he faced an environment at once familiar and changed.
37
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The new workspace, situated on the second floor of the building, had windows looking in
two directions over the railway line near Dalston Junction. To the west, Kossoff looked over the
Ridley Road street market; to the east, over the residential streets of Dalston and Hackney.40
Beyond the geographical change in neighborhood from Willesden, the new studio offered a
different, elevated perspective onto the railways that had long fascinated him. The perspective
was reminiscent of Monet’s depictions of the Boulevard des Capucines (1873; fig. 4.13), but
onto the dingy and chaotic jumble of contemporary East London. What the new view of London
also afforded was a panorama onto a slice of the everyday, working city.
Several of the paintings made in the new studio reflect the manifold trades Kossoff could
witness in action from his window-bracketed, pigeon’s eye perspective: shop-keeping, salmon
curing, railway engineering, and roof tiling among them. The titles of his Dalston paintings read
like a captain’s log, documenting precisely the aspects of the working landscape his images
record at the moment of their completion: Dalston Junction with Ridley Road street market and
salmon curer’s yard, Friday morning (1973); Demolition of the Old House, Dalston Junction
(1974; fig. 4.14).
Art historian James Hyman has interpreted Kossoff’s working landscapes as direct
reflections of the artist’s East End upbringing. The painter’s attraction to traditional, communityoriented professions, Hyman claims, evinces his anxiety toward modernity and his obsession
with the past. For Kossoff, Hyman writes, “the new is feared and emphasis is given to the
continuation of the traditional—the family, handicrafts and local trade.”41 Certainly, Kossoff
does depict “old-fashioned” subjects in these Dalston landscapes—to my earlier point about how
40
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so often he walks the fine line of cliché. But conventional subject matter does not necessarily
equate with artistic conservatism. It is not the moral virtue of labor that seems to concern him,
but its observable presence as an ongoing, inextricable component of the living landscape as he
witnessed it in the 1970s. Neither do his paintings establish a symbolic hierarchy of labor, in the
vein of Ford Madox Brown’s Victorian allegory, Work (1865). Kossoff’s Dalston landscapes are
genre paintings, updating a visual history of depicting everyday working landscapes, epitomized
by Breughel’s peasant labors and boisterous village fêtes. But as much as Kossoff’s images pay
tribute to the city’s traditional trades and practices, they disrupt artistic tradition with their
unconventional, semi-abstracted, and dynamic material treatments of the subject.
I propose that a more aesthetically justified way of reading Kossoff’s paintings of
quotidian working landscapes are as allegories of the everyday. In their subject matter, process of
making, and appearance, I contend, they might be seen also as allegories of Kossoff’s own
productive life as a London artist. The activities Kossoff recorded from the Dalston studio are
defined by their rhythms and regularity: the daily unloading and display of the market stalls, the
clockwork passages of the trains, builders laying or dismantling roof tiles, one by one, day after
day. Andrea Rose has noted this in relation to Kossoff’s paintings of commuters (which I discuss
in the following section): “The repetitiveness of their activities is in some ways paralleled by the
repetitiveness of the painter’s daily routines and gestures, the endless cycle of observation,
drawing and revision for which there are no short cuts. …”42 Kossoff is consistently wont to
depict activities, in other words, whose productive repetition is analogous to his own quotidian
acts of drawing and painting.

42

Andrea Rose, “Preface,” in Leon Kossoff: XLVI Venice Biennale (London: The British Council, 1995),
11.

186

My formulation of this idea owes a direct debt to Michael Fried, who advances a similar
argument in relation to the drawings of the nineteenth-century German artist Adolph Menzel (fig.
4.15). In Menzel’s graphic renderings of ordinary, everyday objects and practices such as
bookcases and bricklaying, Fried writes:
[it is] as if the very act of drawing represented an equivalent operation to those
repetitive, undramatic, temporally extensive acts that [Menzel’s drawings]…make
manifest—and indeed what I have just called the act of drawing (in the singular)
was itself constituted by an indefinite number of particular acts, each of which left
its mark or smudge on the page. In other words, I am proposing that for Menzel
the act of drawing—not invariably but often enough for it to be the hallmark of
that vital portion of his oeuvre—was essentially a practice of the everyday.43
I propose that the same paradigm of the everyday holds for Kossoff’s art, but that it is
amplified even further by the aggregate, materially modern nature of Kossoff’s quotidian process.
“It’s the process I am engaged in that is important,” Kossoff has written.44 For him, the
“temporally extensive” acts required to produce a single painting are not only a matter of daily
practice, but involve an painstakingly repeated daily effort to know even one single subject
inside and out. On the level of painted surface alone, Kossoff’s landscapes bear the visible
evidence of their laborious daily making. After countless days of drawing and painting and repainting, Kossoff knows he is getting close to the final effort, knows that he has begun to see the
landscape in a new way, when the spaces and cadences of his images begin to assert an internal
pulse and pattern. The hope is to reach the point of knowing the subject so well in his mind that
he can “move about in its imaginative spaces” and make the pen and brush respond in turn.45
However large the painting board, the artist claims, “Everything that you see, every bit of paint,
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every mark, every colour, every nuance, is put down in under two hours.”46 But it is the
cumulative, daily act of applying an indefinite number of paint marks to a board scraped back to
the surface that leads Kossoff to the unexpected completion of the image.
To witness: in a painting such as Demolition of the Old House, Dalston Junction (fig.
4.14) the first thing we notice may not be the content specified by the painting’s title but the
furious activity of its painted surface. A rearing, wobbly arrangement of sheared planes roughly
filled in or patterned with black and white, light blue, limey green, and red hover parallel to the
picture plane like so many odd abstract shapes. Higher up, the marks get smaller and denser, as
in the passage of blue filled with multicolored dabs that curves up toward the top center of the
composition. Black orthogonal lines, loose and messy, intersect throughout; one emanating from
the bottom of the board runs straight up the surface like the beginning of a Barnett Newman “zip.”
On top of everything, thin white ribbons of paint, flung off from the brush apparently at random,
fly across the entire surface. But every seething passage of paint corresponds to a temporally and
spatially specific fact of place about that Dalston landscape on that particular day. It is the viewer
of Kossoff’s painting who is required, in turn, to perform “temporally extensive acts” of
perception in order to gain visual traction on the landscapes the painter’s frenzied surfaces
coalesce to represent.
In the Dalston demolition landscape, the conglomeration of large shapes in the
foreground represent the rooftops and buildings the painter looked over from the studio. Kossoff,
however, follows none of the conventional rules of illusionistic depth and aerial perspective,
turning the foreground roof-scape instead into a sea of slanting, interfolding, up-tilting planes.
The demolition act named in the painting’s title occurs in the immediate right foreground, on the
46
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pitched roof, whose black and white pattern denotes the exposed beams and under-layer of the
roof whose slates have already been removed. Two workers in blue, one on each side, carry out
the dismantling. Upon the Tate Gallery’s acquisition of the painting in 1975, Kossoff wrote to
the curators that he began this picture in 1972 along with two other views from the Dalston
studio, but that the demolition only became the subject of this painting after the roof’s
deconstruction began in July 1974. The visible flurry of new activity surrounding the roof
deconstruction spurred him to make new drawings of the view, leading him to finish the present
oil, incorporating the demolition in September that year.47 As the subject of demolition found an
analogue in the “creative destruction” of his process in the 1950s building site paintings, so it
does in this painting from the 1970s. Perhaps the proximity and speed of the Dalston demolition
crew as they worked on the neighboring roof impelled the artist all the more urgently to complete
the painting before the deconstruction had finished.
But the demolition is only one feature in a landscape painting teeming with pictorial
incident. To the left of the house under demolishment is the salmon-curer’s yard; the striated
passage of white and black paint represents the corrugated metal roof of the smokehouse, and the
red plane represents the yard’s brick wall. Left of the yard, the railway tracks become a pair of
upward diagonals that slice up so sharply as to run almost parallel to the picture plane. A group
of railway engineers in orange safety jackets inspect the parallel tracks in the lower left. Near the
top of the composition, the rail line intersects with a horizontal passage representing tightly
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compressed buildings and a narrow strip of clear daylight sky. The blue curving strip full of
multi-colored daubs is Ridley Road market, thronged with pedestrians and shoppers. Yellowgreen treetops hug the top edge of the board. The white flicks of paint scattered across the
surface—even if they are, as the artist claims, simply the by-product of his vigorous handling—
animate the cloud movement in the sky and crowd movement below with an illusion of endless
movement. The whole field of vision surges and vibrates with all the force of Soutine’s
landscapes of Céret (cf. fig. 2.8).
The painting is a deconstruction site, a railway picture, a crowd scene, a market scene,
and an abstracted record of a bright day all at once. Through his fast and loose paint, Kossoff
makes an astonishingly full inventory of the landscape and its complex particulars, only possible
because of his cumulative knowledge of the place and his many rehearsals of the image. As if to
match the landscape’s amalgamation of particulars, Kossoff makes an industrious inventory, too,
of his medium’s mark-making capacities in the painting’s dots, dabs, lines, and drips, each mark
and color applied toward the representation of a specific fact. Every element, near and distant, is
inflected with equivalent intensity, a consequence of the way the painter tackles the image whole
each time.
The viewer who attends closely to Kossoff’s painting grows aware, to paraphrase Fried
again, that it been constituted by an indefinite number of painterly acts. These acts, I have been
arguing, harmonize uncannily with the multiplex activity of the urban landscape Kossoff
captures in his painting. Because of the nature of his artist process and expressively charged
draftsmanship, Kossoff catches the city as if in a constant process of becoming: it is a painting of
London in action, and London as action. And here we reach the point where the analogy
inevitably breaks down. To capture a phenomenological vision of the living and working city,
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Kossoff must dispense with the conventional “skills” of his own artistic trade, sacrificing
mimetic representation to create a landscape of total sensory experience, utterly at odds to the
tradition of topographical representation. Unlike roof tiling or brick laying, whose end products
depend on a planned regularity of application, the whole point of Kossoff’s process is to break
through rote behavior. Mechanical perfection and self-consciousness must fall away in the bodily
act of painting, so that the image almost seems to build itself. The city changes and endures,
Kossoff’s paintings remind us, through its citizens’ endless, interconnected acts of work—
including the daily work of art.

A Human Chain: Crowd Paintings, 1980s and 1990s
Commuting may be a city’s most visibly active collective ritual of all. The word
“commute” is itself a convergence of what seems to matter most to Kossoff’s art: com“altogether” + mutare “to change.” As Kossoff’s scenes of quotidian labor allegorize, on some
level, the artist’s everyday practice, so do his depictions of London’s citizens in their daily
geographical circulations.48 The London train station with its spaces of human interchange, in
Kossoff’s images of the 1980s and 1990s, becomes a synecdoche for the city’s compound, living
body.
The metropolitan crowd, of course, was a quintessential theme of nineteenth century art,
and the new architectural spaces of train stations provided artists with a stimulating true-life
stage. Daumier captured the breadth of Parisian society in At the Gare St. Lazare (c. 1860-65; fig.
4.16), while William Powell Frith contemporaneously presented The Railway Station (1862; fig.
4.17) as an unprecedented theater of London’s Victorian class spectrum. Closer in history and
48
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geography to Kossoff, Walter Sickert depicted the London Underground as a place of alienation
in Queens Road Station, Bayswater (c. 1916; fig. 4.18), while William Coldstream, working
from a photograph, rendered the crowd as tiny, anonymous figures within the soaring cast iron
train shed of St. Pancras Station (cf. fig. 0.9).
“[T]he crowd is [the flâneur’s] domain,” Charles Baudelaire wrote in 1863, “just as the
air is the bird’s and the water that of the fish….For the perfect idler, for the passionate observer it
becomes an immense source of enjoyment to establish his dwelling in the throng…To see the
world, to be at the very centre of the world, and yet to be unseen of the world, such are some of
the minor pleasures of those independent, intense and impartial spirits.”49 In the twentieth
century, Walter Benjamin claimed that the flâneur retained his individuality because he
registered a fundamental contempt for the crowd and its otherness.50 Kossoff obsessively
observes the subject of the crowd, but he is as far as it is possible to be from this model of the
idly strolling metropolitan flâneur. His landscapes are products of attachment and utter partiality.
Ethically and aesthetically, Kossoff approaches the crowd in his paintings not as a social
documentarian or distant witness, but as an inhabitant and a participant in the city’s living fabric.
A concise way of describing Kossoff’s obstinately intimate association with the subject is
empathy, a word whose etymology itself amounts to a shared ground of care: em “in” + pathos
“feeling.” Related to embodiment, empathy denotes a projection of one’s body or self into things,
people, or places in the world.51 Through their embodied perspectives, compositional play with
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proximity and distance, and tactile immediacy, I argue, Kossoff’s crowd scenes manifest a
sensation of visible and tangible empathy in paint.
My use of the term “empathy” diverges from Wilhelm Worringer’s seminal 1908 study
Art and Empathy, which posits a dichotomy between the spiritually-driven, formally abstracting
tendencies of Ancient Egyptian and Medieval art and the more visibly naturalistic and therefore
“empathetic” impulses of ancient Greek and European Renaissance art.52 As I have argued
throughout this dissertation, Kossoff rejects the notion of a dichotomy between abstraction and
representation. The empathic nature of Kossoff’s crowd images, I contend, rises from their
expressive facture, daring figurative shorthands, and intimate, enveloping atmospheres. How
Kossoff has stretched his pictorial approach to represent a more embodied, empathic vision of
the city’s moving public spaces is my concern in what follows.
Kossoff gave up his second studio in Dalston in 1975, and has exclusively painted from
the studio in his Willesden house ever since. By 1976, he began to make drawings at the Kilburn
Underground Station on London’s Jubilee line, located just at the end of his road. His sequence
of drawings and paintings of the site, which span a decade, depict various aspects of the station’s
booking hall interior with its attended booths, ticket machines, and turnstiles. Other images
represent the transitional space from the station interior to the pavement outside, overhung by an
elevated railway bridge. The focus in every image is on the commuters who come and go from
the train tracks, rush through the station’s foyer, and spill onto the pavement. Kossoff’s art never
depicts what lays beyond the ticketing gates or the view on the Underground platform,
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however—the latter perspective too reminiscent, perhaps, of Henry Moore’s Blitz-era shelter
drawings. For Kossoff, a train station’s entrance hall or plaza, the liminal space of streaming
commuters, was the subject’s most physically and creatively moving space of all. To make the
drawings for Booking Hall, Kilburn Underground (1987; fig. 4.19) the artist stood on the
threshold between the open station hall and the streets outside. In the painting, however, the
commuters do not rush toward or away from the painter’s perspective, but move directly across
the picture plane’s horizontal field of vision. Figures, men and women in color-blocked clothing,
are dispersed across the foreground plane like an archaic frieze. Heads downturned, they move
separately and together through the transitory space, caught in the trudge of their daily commute
and the cloudy paint they are rendered in.
The crowd multiplies in Kossoff’s later paintings of Kings Cross station, one of London’s
largest rail termini. Kossoff’s many images of the Kings Cross vicinity bring up the interesting
fact that although it was never the artist’s intention to document London over the years, in some
curious respects he has. When he first started painting the area in the 1960s, it was an industrial
wasteland of disused Victorian rail yards surrounded by slums.53 Thirty years later, massive
redevelopments unfolded across the area, commencing an urban Renaissance in that part of
central London that is still ongoing today.54 What drew Kossoff across town most keenly in the
1990s and 2000s were the renovations of the adjacent Kings Cross and St. Pancras railway
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stations.55 The constructions were as thrilling to him as the upheavals he witnessed at the St.
Paul’s and Shell Building Sites after the war.56
Kossoff painted Kings Cross, March Afternoon (1998; fig. 4.20) before the station’s
forecourt was ripped out for reconstruction. The dialectic between a solid fortress and the
fleeting life around it had long attracted the artist, from his earliest landscape paintings of St.
Paul’s (cf. fig. 2.28). Paintings of Christ Church, a school building in Willesden (cf. fig. 4.29),
and a German hospital in Dalston follow the same basic pattern. But as the artist immersed
himself more intimately into the city’s crowds, his paintings begin to figure a more proximate
and dynamic relationship between the crowd and the landscape—or in simple pictorial terms,
between figures and their ground.
The open-air composition of Kings Cross, March Afternoon unfolds on two distinct
horizontal planes, the lower one depicting an immediate foreground full of color-blocked figures,
and the higher one signaling a background whose recession stops suddenly in the hulking
presence of architect Thomas Cubitt’s distinct double-arched 1852 train shed, which stands like a
temple of industrial architecture on the horizon. The artist adopts a completely grounded point of
view: the pavement at the bottom edge of the image recedes into a pictorial space that seems to
extend directly from the viewer’s perspective, even though its plane is radically tipped-up, even
though the entire scene seems refracted through some kind of wavy, wide-angle lens. In the
foreground, the commuters stream into and out of the stairwell entrance to the Kings Cross
Underground station, identified by the green banisters and arched signpost with the round
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London Underground symbol on the left.57 The scale of Kossoff’s figures—the board is fourand-a-half feet high and six feet across—also encourages the viewer to identify bodily with the
scene. Above ground, the figures materializing from the stairwell merge with the rest of the
crowd that weaves horizontally across the pavement, as if about to enter and exit the horizontal
edges of the picture plane. The formal proximity of the painted bodies seems to place the viewer
almost inside the crowd, barely removed from the jostle and turmoil. The figures move across
our vision, drift to and fro, lean and stumble almost out of their own loose contours. The
viewer’s eye jumps continuously between the looming, awkward figural masses and the
compressed background, as if enacting the actual, multivalent experience of perceiving such a
crowded public space. The whole scene transpires under an atmosphere of “grimy lilac softness,”
as poet Ted Hughes described a London spring day in the poem “Epiphany.”58 The mutual
pressure between humanity and the environment at Kings Cross seems to carry over directly into
Kossoff’s brush, which freely bends form and space to its expressive purpose. The bodies
moving across the pavement are solidly filled with pigment, signaling their mass, but their feet
float across the floor as in a dream. The application of paint in rapid strokes and heavy dashes
enhances the sensation of unceasing flux as the painter conducts the commuters through the
picture plane, leaving charging skeins of white paint in his wake.
The painting is a microcosm of the ordered chaos of the commute, revealing the artist’s
impulse to shape that condition into a legible image—not to expunge the chaos, but to catch and
hold it in a pictorial form that preserves the fragile mood, interpersonal frictions, and precarious
somatic balance of urban transit. Kossoff’s brief in this matter resonates with many of the large,

57

The horizontal, curving green line that skirts the crowd’s heads shows the profile of the old 1970s
entrance extension that was eventually demolished to make way for a sprawling new plaza in 2013.
58
Ted Hughes, “Epiphany,” in London: A History in Verse, ed. Mark Ford (Cambridge, Mass. and
London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press), 620.

196

composite Old Master history paintings he has drawn from in the National Gallery, including
Veronese’s The Family of Darius Before Alexander (1565-57), Rembrandt’s Ecce Homo (1634),
and Rubens’ Minerva Protects Pax from Mars (Peace and War) (1629-30). As it happened,
during the very same years that Kossoff was pushing the dynamics of his own multi-figural
compositions to a new complexity, he was drawing especially intensely from the artist who
pushed the pictorial scheme of figural processions in the landscape to its formal pinnacle:
Nicolas Poussin.
Poussin’s images had captivated Kossoff from his earliest years of drawing at the
National Gallery. But on one particular visit in the early 1960s, an encounter with Poussin’s
Cephalus and Aurora (c. 1630; fig. 4.21) struck him profoundly. The formal, historical, and
geographical gap between the two artists melted away, as the life of Poussin’s painting suddenly
harmonized with Kossoff’s own (in that moment, the artist has said, he realized that the Poussin
was “a painting about love.”).59 When the Royal Academy in London hosted the international
loan exhibition Nicolas Poussin 1594-1665 in 1995, Kossoff received special permission to enter
the exhibition early in the mornings to draw and etch on pre-prepared plates in front of the ninety
works on display. The eight-week run of the show yielded a burst of creative response.60
Kossoff’s one regret, he said following the exhibition’s close, was that he wished he had made
more drawings after Poussin’s landscape paintings. To honor Kossoff’s wish, the National
Gallery in London and the Getty Museum in Los Angeles engineered a special collaboration in
which the Getty took the unusual step of sending its recently acquired Poussin, Landscape with a
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Calm (1651) to the National Gallery so that Kossoff could draw from it after hours in London.61
In return, the National Gallery sent its own Poussin, Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake
(probably 1648) to the Getty. The project culminated in Los Angeles in concurrent focus
exhibitions of Kossoff’s drawings and prints from Poussin, one at the Getty and the other at the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 2000.62 A book by art historian Richard Kendall,
published to accompany both exhibitions, explores Kossoff’s long and fertile dialogue with the
French painter.
What has not been considered in depth, however, is how Poussin’s example may have
affirmed and expanded Kossoff’s aesthetic communion with the London crowds he was
depicting simultaneously. Kossoff, for his part, claims no conscious connection between his
drawings and paintings after the Old Masters and his contemporary subjects. “I have always
regarded these activities as quite separate from my other work,” he writes of his drawings from
other artists’ paintings.63 And yet, I want to suggest, Poussin’s own ingenious solutions to the
“problem” of depicting large groups in the landscape may have appeared in the 1990s and well
beforehand as a powerful precedent to Kossoff’s ongoing drive to capture the living energy of
his own populous city.
Completed three years after the 1995 Poussin exhibition, Kossoff’s 1998 Kings Cross,
March Afternoon is a compelling case in point. It is not the lucent expanse of Poussin’s late
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landscapes (such as Landscape with a Calm) that carries into Kossoff’s Kings Cross painting,
however, but the tension and architectural compaction of Poussin’s middle period history
paintings such as the Louvre’s Rape of the Sabine Women (1637-38; fig. 4.22)—another
painting that appeared in the 1995 Royal Academy exhibition that inspired a suite of drawings
and etchings from Kossoff.64 The rapid, quivering hatchings and torqued bodies in Kossoff’s
large etching from The Rape of the Sabines #1 (1995-97; fig. 4.23) bring the composed mayhem
of Poussin’s scene to even more anarchic expression. Bright, hand-colored deposits of red, blue,
and yellow add points of focus to Kossoff’s etching, keying the eye to individual figures within
the crowd, mirroring Poussin’s own chromatic technique. In Kossoff’s etching, Poussin’s
colonnaded temple appears in the upper right because of the image-reversal that occurs during
the printing process. But in Poussin’s original painting, as Kossoff would have observed and
drawn from it on the etching plate, the temple occupies the upper left background—the exact
same spot, that is, that Kings Cross station occupies in Kossoff’s 1998 March afternoon
landscape. Indeed, Poussin’s Sabines finds a direct compositional echo in Kossoff’s March
afternoon landscape, with its wide-angle view, dual planar zones of activity, and densely
interlocking figures. Perhaps Kossoff realized, if even unconsciously, that the older artist’s
image encompasses the same formal and structural tensions he himself faced in the London
landscape every day: between grand immobile architecture and unruly human movement,
nearness and distance, chaos and order, the individual and the motley crowd.
What does not match up so well is the fact that Kossoff’s figural group, for all its weird
and wobbly contours, is a civilized metropolitan crowd, not a violent Roman mob. The friezelike arrangement and interwoven separation of Kossoff’s figures in the King’s Cross March
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landscape may owe more to still other Poussin paintings, such as the National Gallery’s
magnificent A Bacchanalian Revel before a Term (fig. 4.24), which Kossoff also drew from
following the close of the Royal Academy exhibition.65 Clarifying and formally leveling, a frieze
is a timeless pictorial device developed in response to the challenge of showing a large group of
figures in space. Its horizontal visual movement unfolds in both space and time, hence its
experiential nearness to music and poetry, hence its perfect accommodation to moving groups,
from the procession of horses in the caves of Lascaux to the saints and martyrs in the mosaics at
Ravenna. Poussin’s Bacchanalian revelers dance with frantic abandon, but through the pictorial
device of a frieze arrangement, the artist weaves their movements into a graceful, flowing design.
Kossoff’s London commuters, of course, would have been moving every which way in
their random paths of transit around where he stood drawing them. And so in the image, the artist
choreographs the frenetic dance of commuting into a classical, Poussin-esque procession, frozen
in its stream of movement. In the March landscape, figures are composed into careful groupings,
dynamically balanced around the central axis of the man in the brown suit. Even the chromatic
harmony of Poussin’s colored robes in the Bacchanalian scene is mirrored in the soft blue suits,
rose-colored dress, and faded yellow top and jeans worn by Kossoff’s London commuters. In the
forecourt of King’s Cross, Kossoff’s men and women glide across the pavement, weaving
rhythmically in and out of each other’s paths, converging and dispersing in their passage, all
while hardly seeming to touch the ground. The commuters never acknowledge the painter,
however, or return our gaze as beholders. Nor do they admit to each other, in their lowering
glances, as if fighting to retain a grip on their autonomy within the mass. Like Poussin’s dancing
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Bacchante, they exhibit a complete “absorption” in their painted environment and a “perfect
trance of involvement” in their pedestrian activity, to borrow two phrases from Michael Fried.66
Kossoff’s draftsmanship and impasto extremity, of course, are shockingly unlike
Poussin’s classical balance and restraint. Part of the enduring power of Poussin’s paintings is the
sense that his visual music originates in a space and time very distant to ours. For all the kindred
grace and balance of Kossoff’s design, the contemporary artist’s supercharged material
expressiveness brings his painting anxiously closer to our immediate, sensory experience. We
don’t believe his figures to be “real” bodies—their weight and mass are of a different order from
the gravity of our world. It is one of the most bizarre attributes of Kossoff’s landscapes that the
figures in them almost never cast shadows. Poussin’s Bacchanalian revelers, more anatomically
lifelike by degrees, throw more shadow on their mythical ground than Kossoff’s contemporary
Londoners do onto their painted pavement. Rather, it is the painterly proximity of Kossoff’s
figures that we reckon with. Looseness, awkwardness, and material risk, his landscapes show,
can reveal as much meaning, if not more, than mere facility. Kossoff’s abstracted mode of figural
and spatial representation enacts the messy density of sensory experience.
Numerous critics have read Kossoff’s crowd scenes, with their bent and inelegant figures
under stormy skies, as embodiments of the dehumanizing metropolis. Critic Michael Peppiatt
understands Kossoff’s crowds to represent the existential urban condition—specifically, the
existential urban Jewish condition: “Urban despair seems embedded in the grain of their swirling
mass of paint, which traps the bowed and broken figures like insects in honey. Kossoff’s parents
were Russian Jews, and in his frequent portraits of them and other family members, a whole
heritage of oppression has been voiced… Gnarled and lacerated though they become, Kossoff’s
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figures are nevertheless survivors.”67 Peppiatt, and subsequently Robert Hughes, who described
Kossoff’s paintings as “permeated with memories of the stetl, its closeness, its tribal
interdependence,” extend a line of critical reception that has attended Kossoff’s art since the
1950s.68 In his review of Kossoff’s second solo exhibition in 1959, John Berger declared that
“The general mood of Kossoff’s work is profoundly pessimistic and might be compared to
Beckett’s: the same hatred of any sensuous pleasure, the same modesty, the same belief in the
equality of hopelessness.” In fact, Berger encouraged Kossoff to pursue what he held to be the
artist’s tragic sensibility. “Other critics have been made uncomfortable by his sense of tragedy. I
am not. I sympathise. But to turn a sense of tragedy into a tragic work of art, one must believe in
the possibility of the happy alternative. And so—paradoxically—if Kossoff’s understanding can
make him rise above his own pessimism, he could become a tragic artist of real significance.”69
Kossoff lived through the horror of the Blitz and World War II. As a soldier, he traveled
through Europe in the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust. Tragedy he has known. Pessimism
is his due. But in contradistinction to Berger’s claim, tragedy and pessimism are the hopeful
engines of Kossoff’s art: “The only satisfaction, if you can call it that, is that one thing leads to
another. That is the only satisfaction,” the artist has said.70 Is the unrelenting closeness and the
struggle between the individual and the collective not the defining, daily condition of any
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modern city, moreover? Can we not understand Kossoff’s station paintings as just that: a
democratic portrait of London’s collective humanity engaged in the modern, citywide rite of
commuting? Perhaps Kossoff’s crowd paintings look back to the closeness of his Jewish East
End upbringing, with its reminiscence of the shtetl—but they refuse to leave closeness there. His
depictions of King’s Cross and other crowded locations seem to contain the entire gamut of the
city’s human life. In the vibrating, closely locked shapes of his images and the thick-clinging
substance of his paint, Kossoff brings the polyphony of London’s existence home in his art. It is
my own hunch that Kossoff’s personal identity is not and never was the root of his artistic
relationship to the subject. The generating spark of Kossoff’s work, I suggest, is identification.
The artist doesn’t impose his identity, Jewish or otherwise, onto the subject, in other words; he
establishes an empathic identification with the subject through his repeated contact with it.
Kossoff’s empathy for and identification with the crowd takes a further and unexpected
turn when, well into the painting process, the artist finds himself giving the figures in his
paintings the features of his family members or portrait sitters, as if by osmosis. The first time it
happened was in the swimming pool paintings of the late 1960s. “The strange thing was that
each mark in the drawing became an identifiable person in the painting,” the artist recalled. “And
so it is with all my so-called “crowd” paintings. Although made from numerous drawings done
in the street over long periods of time, at the final moment each person becomes someone
particular that I know. It is as though, apart from the obvious subject matter, these pictures are
about the people in my head.”71 “The landscape,” he confessed to Paul Moorhouse, “became a
gigantic group portrait.”72 Paul Moorhouse has identified the group in the foreground of Booking
Hall, Kilburn Underground (fig. 4.19) as Kossoff’s wife Peggy, his brothers, and his long-time
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model and friend, Fidelma.73 The same individuals appear, like attendant angels, around the
Underground entrance in the March landscape at King’s Cross (fig. 4.20): the man in the brown
suit, the woman in the yellow top and skirt—every figure with an individualized face relates to
someone Kossoff knows well.
In “Burnt Norton,” the first of the Four Quartets, T.S. Eliot portrayed the London
Underground as a “place of disaffection.”74 So deep, by contrast, is Kossoff’s affection for the
anonymous, circulating Londoners he draws, that in his paintings he gives them the features of
the people he knows best, raising up their features in a few swift strokes. He faces the condition
of the crowd by giving it a familiar face, as the memories of his loved ones surge forth to support
him. Kossoff’s paintings are rare among contemporary painting in their representation of human
connection, and rarer still in harnessing the materiality of oil paint to manifest that connection.
The diverse and semi-abstracted forms and spaces of his crowd paintings uphold the principle of
unity in difference, weaving multitudes of colors, shapes, brush marks and paint textures into a
single vision. In his multilayered and moving images, Kossoff renders “A crowd half straggleravelled and half-strung / Like a human chain,” as Seamus Heaney wrote in his London
Underground poem “District and Circle.”75 From painting to painting, his chorale of Londoners
moves through its painted landscapes together—messily, clumsily, but together.
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Homecomings: Christ Church Spitalfields and Arnold Circus, 1980s-Present
“It seems that time has to pass, that we have to change in some way, before certain
subjects become accessible to us,” Kossoff has written.76 No place from the East End has
asserted a more magnetic pull on the artist’s memory or imagination than Christ Church in
Spitalfields, the seventeenth-century Baroque masterpiece of architect Sir Nicholas
Hawksmoor.77 The church’s white marble exterior is composed of narrow, stacked architectural
elements that rise from a Tuscan Doric-columned porch to a towering steeple. Set into a small
city square, the effect of the building’s vertical thrust makes it appear to soar into the sky. The
epitome of the style Hawksmoor termed “English Gothick,” Christ Church is a true oddity, sui
generis in all of London.78 Situated a few blocks from the Boundary Estate, Kossoff’s first home,
the spire was never far from sight during the artist’s youth. In 1943, after his family home in
Darnley Road in Hackney had been bombed, Kossoff lived for a time in Wentworth Street, just
around the corner from the church.79 He attempted to draw it for the first the 1950s, and again in
the 1970s, but it was only in the mid-1980s that he truly felt prepared to approach it.80 In Peter
Ackroyd’s 1985 novel Hawskmoor, set in Kossoff’s native East End stomping grounds, the
church features as a node of dark energy; Kossoff has said that the book’s first few chapters re-
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opened his own imaginative access to the structure.81 Living in Willesden meant traveling across
the city to the East End each day to make his drawing pilgrimages, a half-hour journey or more
by Underground.
In Christ Church no. 1 (1987; fig. 4.24), one of the earliest drawings of the subject
Kossoff completed, the mass of the building lurches out of the charcoal field, surging to the top
edge of the sheet so that the steeple seems to pierce the sky. A halo of light surrounds the spire,
which the hatched grey sky rushes to surround. Below, heavy columns bend and stretch, curves
brace against angles, and the quavering stack seems poised for lift-off. The church’s
paradoxically compact and vertiginous architectural design makes it difficult to represent it on a
single drawing sheet. From his low, street-level viewpoint, Kossoff placed himself in different
positions as he drew it on different days, so that through the series we see the church from
various angles and distances in addition to the different weathers and moods he captured it in on
paper. An early painting of the subject, Christ Church Spitalfields, Morning (1990; fig. 4.25)
seems to combine several of these drawn angles in the same composition, as if simultaneously
reflecting the perspective of the artist as he looked toward the church, around the fence corner,
up to the spire through the streetlights, and over to it past hurrying pedestrians.
In 1995, David Sylvester suggested that the convulsive material shudder characterizing
Kossoff’s depictions of the church stem from the artist’s deep memories of the place. In
Kossoff’s childhood, the church’s forbidding façade and its implicitly forbidden interior,
Sylvester argues, “would have had momentous meaning for a small boy who was Jewish.”
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Sylvester posits that Kossoff’s Christ Church series represents “the assimilation of a hostile
culture that was the norm in the place where he grew up, the culture whose normality made him
an outsider. It is not surprising that there’s an awe in these paintings, and a sense of vertigo.”82
This may be partly true. But the church’s reeling physical presence registered to Kossoff
independent of its specific religious affiliations. As the artist recalled to critic Andrew Graham
Dixon, “I must have passed the church five or six times a week [in my childhood]; it did have a
strange, terrifying feel about it, yet at the same time it was marvellous.”83 In the East End, a
landscape of overwhelming difference, where Huguenot temples and Irish Roman Catholic
churches converged with synagogues and the office complexes and luxury flat developments of
recent years, Hawksmoor’s Christ Church remains one of Spitalfields’ most uncanny
topographical features. Sigmund Freud classified the uncanny, or unheimlich, as “that class of
the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar.”84 Kossoff’s
paintings do not “assimilate” Hawksmoor’s monument, I would argue, as much as honor and
visually uphold the artist’s familiar sensations of its enduring strangeness.
In a 1986 letter written in response to the inquiry of a student, Kossoff reflected on his
extended artistic involvement with the church:
Fortunately Hawksmoor’s Christchurch is still with us. In the dusty sunlight of
this August day, when this part of London still looks and feels like the London of
Blake’s Jerusalem, I find myself involved once again in making drawings and the
idea of a painting begins to emerge. The urgency that drives me to work is not
only to do with the pressure of the accumulation of memories and the unique
quality of the subject of this particular day but also with the awareness that time is
short, that soon the mass of this building will be dwarfed by more looming office
blocks and overshadowed, the character of the structure will be lost forever, for it
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is by its monumental flight into unimpeded space that we remember this
building.85
Kossoff’s sense of urgency was not unfounded; Christ Church had miraculously survived
the Blitz in the 1940s, but by the 1950s, the building was in a state of such architectural disrepair
that it was in danger of being demolished until a major campaign saved it from destruction in the
1980s.86 Development has subsequently continued around it, but for now its spire still soars tall.
James Hyman suggests that Kossoff’s fascination with the church and his citation of
William Blake hinge on the painter’s belief in art’s redemptive potential. “Not only do Blake and
Kossoff make use of many of the same inner-city locations,” Hyman writes, “…but they also
share a belief in art as revelatory and in the existence of metaphysical or spiritual forces behind
daily life….[Kossoff’s] Paintings of London are an exhortation for a new world created not from
promises of progress or modernity but through redemption and the renewal of a mythologised
past.”87 My own purpose, by contrast, is not to surmise Kossoff’s existential belief about the past
or the future, but rather to investigate how his paintings visibly encompass the interconnected
pressures of past and present to which Christ Church gave rise for him. In their visual and
material construction, I contend, Kossoff’s paintings of Christ Church embody the fluid and
dynamic relationship between memory and place. A place is a vessel of memory, philosopher
and geographer Edward Casey has written. “It is the stabilizing persistence of place as a
container of experiences that contributes so powerfully to its intrinsic memorability,” he states.
“An alert and alive memory connects spontaneously with place, finding in it features that favor
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and parallel its own activities. We might even say that memory is naturally place-oriented or at
least place-supported.”88
For all the other superficial similarities to Monet’s Rouen cathedral series—namely, the
focus on a single ecclesiastical building, the production of a sequence of related paintings, and
the shared preoccupation with light and weather—the luminosity that spreads through Kossoff’s
Christ Church paintings does not read like the temporally specific light Monet recorded en plein
air at sunrise and sunset as veils of broken color on the façade of his cathedral a hundred years
before (fig. 4.27). The glowing façade in Kossoff’s Christ Church Spitalfields (1999-2000; fig.
4.28) partially reflects the fact that the church was cleaned in 1999 from its sooty state to reveal
the original glory of its white Portland stone. But the scene, as Kossoff conjures it, also seems
illuminated from within, by an internally encompassing light—a light that rises perhaps as much
from the artist’s cumulative memories of the site as from the actual weather he recorded in his
most recent drawing. In the 1999-2000 image, Kossoff employs a unified, but subtly varied
palette of white, dove grey, and poached salmon pink to differentiate the forms of the church, the
pavement, and the open sky, such that the whole surface seems to glow. A sudden contrast
appears, however, in the young tree in full green summer leaf. Unlike Monet, who zooms into his
cathedral façade, in some images until it fills the whole canvas, Kossoff always shows Christ
Church in its context, as part of a greater urban landscape.
With its delicate, vibrating contours, the building’s massive stone architecture seems to
melt into the surrounding space, as on those cloudy days when it is hard to tell where the
boundaries between forms and spaces begin and end. The whole image seems to expand and
contract as we look. Margins and edges dissolve into each other, and masses refuse to conform to
earthly gravity. David Sylvester described a similar viewing phenomenon when presented with
88
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Giacometti’s sculptures: “...[they are] objects that do not merely crystallise transient sensations
but show the conditions in which transient sensations happen,” Sylvester writes. “Their content
is not only the what but also the how of visual experience…In representing what he has seen,
Giacometti objectifies the conditions under which he has seen it—the fact that it is seen in space,
the fact that it is uncertain where the boundary is between solid forms and space, the fact that it is
no sooner seen than it becomes a memory….”89
Paradoxically, Kossoff’s definitive painted image in every case asserts itself only in a
moment of complete forgetting. “Although I have drawn and painted from landscapes and people
constantly I have never finished a picture without first experiencing a huge emptying of all
factual and topographical knowledge,” Kossoff has written. “And always, the moment before
finishing, the painting disappears, sometimes into greyness forever, or sometimes into a huge
heap on the floor to be reclaimed, redrawn and committed to an image which makes itself.”90
The nostalgic pulls of memory are transfigured in a painting like Christ Church Spitalfields
because the artist pushes them into the board with the heavy, paint-loaded brush, giving them a
new shape.
Kossoff’s painful “awareness that time is short” is the same anxiety that spurs Auerbach
to “pin down” the life that is changing every moment. For both Auerbach and Kossoff, to wrest
an image from the flow of time is in some tiny way to transcend the inevitability of urban change
and the fate of time’s passage itself. But to deign to defeat the tides of change, the artist must
work with and through those tides in his time-bound aesthetic process, bringing change home to
bear in the concrete form of a painting.
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Only once, Kossoff has said, did he very consciously choose a subject he had not
immediately encountered for many years. There is a Victorian red brick schoolhouse in
Willesden on the corner of Dudden Hill Lane and Cooper Road that Kossoff has painted in the
past (fig. 4.29) and still often passes by. One day, the red brick architecture triggered a memory
of the striped red brick tenement architecture of the Boundary Estate where he spent the first few
years of his life. In 2011, he decided to go back there and draw it.
London’s first council housing project, the Boundary Estate was built between 1890 and
1900 in the area formerly known as the Old Nichol, home to London’s most notorious
nineteenth-century slum.91 The demolition of the old rookery of narrow streets made way for
wider roads leading to a new roundabout called Arnold Circus. Around it, the newly built red
brick Arts-and-Crafts style tenement blocks housed over 4,500 Londoners, mostly working-class
Jewish families like the Kossoffs who could afford the council rents.92 A new school was built
on Rochelle Street for the children of residents. Shops and workshops lined the ground level of
the buildings—Kossoff’s father opened his bakery on Calvert Road, one of the radial streets off
the circus—and residents had use of a shared laundry with twelve baths. This was the East End
that inspired the radical early inventions of Kossoff’s teacher David Bomberg (The Mud Bath,
1914; fig. 4.2), and the community into which Kossoff was born.
Traveling the familiar route by Underground from Willesden, Kossoff visited and drew
Arnold Circus many times, including throughout the summer of the 2012 London Olympics. The
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housing estate had undergone innumerable changes since Kossoff’s childhood: refurbished in the
1970s, settled through the 1980s and 1990s by Bangladeshi immigrants, and transformed most
recently through gentrification that brought high-end boutiques and restaurants to its century-old
shop spaces.93 The New Rochelle School Kossoff attended as a child still exists; the
administration gave him a space in the school’s shed to keep his drawing board between visits.94
The visits yielded a large group of charcoal and pastel drawings, many depicting the
stepped garden with the bandstand at the center of the circus.95 The sheets quiver with an almost
discomfiting fragility and lightness. The spire of St. Leonard’s Shoreditch Church rises over the
London plane trees in the distance in many of the drawings, as figures climb or descend the
staircases into their homes; lovers stroll with their arms around each other; a mother and child
rest on a bench; people walk dogs or cycle past. “Like the trains that run continuously between
city and suburb, the red brick is a connecting thread, linking the German Hospital to the school
on Dudden Hill to Willesden’s back gardens and most recently, to Arnold Circus,” Andrea Rose
points out.96 Carried in its familiar color and reticulated pattern is something of London’s own
continuity: from place to place, past to present, in the extemporary way the city has been built,
piece by piece, into a composite unity. Kossoff’s last Arnold Circus drawing is inscribed
“Saturday Afternoon” (2012; fig. 4.30). The artist is now too frail to paint on a large scale, or
with the vigor of his youth; but recalling the day he made the final Arnold Circus drawing, he
said it was quiet and “it almost felt like I was painting.”97
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Kossoff claims that his paintings “are about specific places, changing seasons and special
times. But mostly...they are about how the human figure, passing through the streets, transforms
the space by its presence.”98 But Kossoff’s paintings are also about how the artist has
transformed those changing spaces through his own rare attentions, through his process-driven
participation in the city’s chaos and ordering rhythms. The undulating spaces and unsettled
bodies in Kossoff’s London paintings impart a sense that even for a painter who carries the city
inside him as if in his own veins, its landscape, and his own sense of belonging in it, have never
ceased to feel strange and new.
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Conclusion
Two Trees

Place has never disappeared from art. Photography, Land Art, Installation art: all engage
landscape, if not as a pictorial structure, then as a temporal, conceptual, or political one.
Someday someone will do a comprehensive study of the relationship between art and place in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, analyzing how the shifting borders and contours of modern
history have changed the way landscape can be represented.
I would be remiss to conclude my study without acknowledging the remarkable, if more
occasional representations of London, specifically, by some of Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
twentieth and twenty-first century associates. William Coldstream’s series of ten paintings of the
Westminster skyline in the 1970s apply a strictly plotted and measured attention to London's
jumbled architectural reality (fig. 5.1). Auerbach's great friend Lucian Freud approached the city
in his intermittent landscapes in much the same way as he approached the flesh of his sitters:
with the same ravenous attraction to its physical substance. “My idea of travel is downward
travel really,” Freud said, “getting to know where you are better and exploring feelings that you
know more deeply.”1 So Freud painted a refuse heap as seen from the window of his flat in
Gloucester Terrace (fig. 5.2) and the tangled jungle of his Notting Hill townhouse garden. For
what turned out to be his great, final series, Michael Andrews turned to the Thames River.
Inspired by a sustained research into the topography, geography, and cultural history of the river,
the handful of canvases Andrews completed before his death are flowing visions of light and
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sediment, mist and mystery (fig. 5.3).2 The panoramic black-and-white paintings of John Virtue,
Auerbach's former student, look across the same river, as if through a velvety cloak, to the city’s
twenty-first century skyline a few years later (fig. 5.4).3
But Auerbach and Kossoff’s contributions to the representation of London and to postwar
and contemporary painting stand apart. For nearly seven decades they have left the studio each
morning to greet their city, because for nearly seven decades no subject has challenged and
excited them more. Changing almost faster and more continuously than human faculties can
grasp, the city challenges the artists’ perceptual limits to new visual achievements as they
attempt to capture life’s impermanence in new material forms, in paintings that featly cross the
line between abstraction and figuration. Through their enduring efforts to figure their grounded
phenomenological experiences of London, I have argued in this dissertation, the two artists have
expanded the visual modes, artistic processes, and viewing experiences of landscape painting
altogether. As much as their sensory-driven landscapes are portraits of London, they are portraits
of the artists’ profound feelings about the places that have formed the ground of their artistic
lives.
Consider their respective renderings of two single trees in the London landscape.
Auerbach’s final images of Primrose Hill from the mid-1980s center on a lone hawthorn tree.
The body of Auerbach’s Tree on Primrose Hill (1984-85; fig. 5.5) cleaves the picture plane.4 Its
lurching trunk is divided diagonally in half, as if it twisted on its base by a violent wind so that
the viewer can see both its sunlit and shadowed sides, as the artist saw them when encountering
the tree in the round. In the painting, the tree’s form rises out of a field of brushwork, visibly
2
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applied in rapid strokes wet-into-wet, in thin squiggles, arcing sweeps and blunt lines on top of
more broadly spread areas of unbroken color. A polychrome rhythm arises from the mosaic of
unblended hues, as the eye bounces from sunny grass to mossy green and carmine foliage across
a flash of bright sky. Bent implacably by the wind, it stands, bent but grounded. A Laocoön of
trees, it throws its branches up to the sky.
For six years, from 2002 to 2008, Kossoff painted an old cherry tree in his garden.5 In
Cherry Tree, Spring (2003; fig. 5.6), the specimen leans in the opposite direction to Auerbach’s
hawthorn, also spanning its image from corner to corner. No figures appear in Kossoff’s scene,
but an absent human presence is apparent in the wooden crutch that someone, perhaps the painter,
has inserted to prop up the tree’s largest limb. But in the painting the burden of the weightbearing pressure diffuses out through the diagonals of the trunk and buttress into the luminous,
dense, but feathery brushwork. Barely-there blossoms float amid the branches, while raised
ribbons of paint skip and scatter over all. Fragile, but supported, the tree endures in its hard
London soil against the odds.
The tree paintings are portraits of two of the artists’ personal corners of London as well
as possibly self-portraits, surrogates for the artists in their organic, rooted forms. The trees are
cousins, in that sense, to a woodland of single trees rendered by artists through history:
Constable’s Elm (c. 1821; fig. 5.7), Courbet’s Oak Tree at Flagey (1864), Van Gogh’s Peach or
Mulberry (1889; fig. 5.8), and Soutine’s trees at Cagnes and Vence, to name a few.6 Taking up
their place in this legacy, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s process-driven paintings reveal through their
visual and material constructions that landscape painting is a process. They show us that the
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actual environment is a process, changing in weather and appearance every moment, changing in
structure every day, week, month, and year with shifts in urban development, infrastructure, and
population. They demonstrate that the meaning of landscape is a process, evolving according to
the attitudes and feelings of its contemporary inhabitants and citizens of diverse background.
They declare that the practice of oil painting is a process: a tradition to be conserved and
interrogated and continually reformulated with radical spirit and technique. They insist that
landscape’s pictorial conventions are subject to process, too, its categories from the sublime to
the pastoral supple to new modes of painting and viewing. Above all, Auerbach’s and Kossoff’s
landscapes help us to see that establishing a sense of place on earth is a process: an embodied act,
an ongoing effort of seeing and imagining.
It is because Auerbach and Kossoff have given entirely of themselves to the city that they
have given us a proper London art, and an art of place in the landscape of postwar and
contemporary painting. They testify to their habitation of London as a habit, renewing their
expressions in their drawings and paintings every day. The word habit derives originally from
the Latin habere, to have and to hold. And yet the landscape endures as a site of representation
for art precisely because, as these two artists know, it is a subject that cannot be fixed. It can only
be experienced and re-experienced, one glimmering vision after another—and if the painter gets
it right, caught fast in the image as something new, and movingly habitable.
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